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Preface

The study reported in this book was begun as a doctoral research project in sociology, and has been completed as such.
However, while preparing for fieldwork I turned to social anthropology for further support. Social anthropology has continued to be my main source of inspiration throughout the subsequent period of analysis and writing.
At this point, I find it impossible to tell which elements
of the Shashemene study owe most to which discipline. Moreover,
I consider that question to be of little importance. I hope,
however, that both more orthodox sociologists and social anthropologists will find something to recognize and something to
discover in the exploration of migration to Shashemene.
Work on the Shashemene study has spanned a long period of
time. The only person who has accompanied its entire journey is
professor Carl-Gunnar Janson of the Department of Sociology at
the University of Stockholm. I am grateful to professor Janson
for the confidence he has shown in me from the inception of the
study to its completion, and for his patience.
The book has been written between 1982 and 1985, with a few
interruptions. My dear friend, docent Gudrun Dahl at the Department of Social Anthropology, acted as an additional supervisor during the writing of the book. She has read all versions of all chapters and commented on them with speed and insight.
Professor Bruce Kapferer, who was a visiting professor at
the Department of Social Anthropology during the first half of
1985, helped me to finish this study by reading the entire
manuscript and discussing its main points.
Eva Evers Rosander, Eva Poluha and Ulf Bjorklund have read
and commented on individual chapters.
In addition, I want to thank the entire Department of Social Anthropology, to which I have been attached for the last
ten years, for providing a congenial environment for the writing of this book.
Arne Tostensson, Research Fellow at Chr. Michelsen Institute, Bergen, has read the manuscript for the Scandinavian
Africa Institute and provided valuable comments.
MS Margaret Cornell has edited the English in the book.
Bo-Erik Gyberg visited Shashemene in 1973 and has taken all
photos except the one of Ato Wendemu.

Fieldwork took place from February 1972 to May 1973. Many
institutions and individuals in Ethiopia helped to make it possible. The study was sponsored by the Institute of Ethiopian
Studies at the (then) Haile Selassie I University, which is now
Addis Abeba University. The Central Statistical Office of the
Ethiopian Government granted access to the primary material
from the First and Second Rounds of Urban Surveys in
Shashemene. The Regional Office of the Malaria Eradication Service at Awasa made their maps of Shashemene available to me.
The school directors in Shashemene allowed me to address the
teachers and encouraged them to take part in the project as interviewers.
In Shashemene, Ato Abebe Mitiku worked diligently to find
the respondents from the 1965 Urban Survey. The twelve teachers
who performed the interviews became quite involved in the study
as time went on and their suggestions improved this work. Ato
Wendemu Beharu, to whom the book is dedicated, showed me that
at least some Amhara soldiers still are capable of the courage,
cunning and faith attributed to their kind.
In Awasa, MS Helen Inkpen and Marie Lahore made it possible
for me to complete fieldwork despite the calamities that inevitably occurred.
In Addis Ababa, invaluable help and advice were given, as
always, by my longtime friends Kassate Hailu, Alemu Geleta and
Pia Kazerta. Siv and Berhe Tewolde Berhan, Bengt and Christianne Hojer, Ingrid Lofstrom, Arne CarlsgHrdh and many others
provided safety valves by sharing the "trials and tribulations"
of the study and showing a great deal of patience and interest.
Thank you all!
From the time when the study first suggested itself until I
temporarily left it in 1976, Sture BalgHrd took part through
many discussions and with practical help and suggestions. He
has also drawn the maps in the book and taken the photo of Ato
Wendemu.
Lennart BalgHrd constructed an ingenious instrument for
counting the holes in the optical coincidence cards that I used
to store and cross-tabulate the data.
Osvaldo Maldonado, my husband, provided the discipline and
support necessary for reviving this study and gave me the time
and peace to complete it. Our young children, Maya and Simon,
have grown up with the book as part of their daily lives and
accepted it. I promise that my next book will be written only
on Thursdays and days like Thursdays.
This book would never have been written without the social
infrastructure of the Swedish welfare state. I offer a special
thanks to all working at Day Nursery 11, Inedalsgatan 9 in
Stockholm.
Fieldwork was financed by contributions from the Swedish
International Development Authority (SIDA), the Scandinavian
Institute of African Studies, the Social Science Research Coun-

cil of Sweden, and a doctoral grant from Stockholm University.
Costs for part of the write-up period were met by a contribution from the Swedish Agency for Research Cooperation with Developing Countries(SAREC). SAREC has also furnished additional
funds for printing the book.

A Note on Transcription
Until recently transcription from the Amharic fidel to the
latin alphabet has been in a state of anarchy, with little
choice for writers in languages other than Amharic except that
between strict phonetic transcription and personal preference.
However, the Ethiopian Mapping Agency has now decided on a system for transcribing Amharic place names to English. I have
followed this system throughout the book. To be consistent, I
have also transcribed other Amharic words in the text in accordance with the same system, apart from personal names with an
established spelling in English.

Chapter I

Introduction

The Problem
The problem in general
~fricalhas the smallest proportion of population living in urban areas of all the continents. At the same time, the rate of
growth of its towns and cities is higher than anywhere else.
Many writers emphasize the colonial origin of contemporary
African towns and cities and explain the current stress in many
cities in terms of the colonial legacy2. There is, however, an
African urban tradition which predates the colonial era by several centuries and there are African towns of different types
depending on their various origins and subsequent development3.
Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the large-scale growth of
African towns, of all kinds, has taken place only since independence.
The rapid growth of African cities has been perceived as
causing serious social and economic problems, both in the
cities themselves and in rural areas. At times this perception
has led to attempts to control urban residence for the ordinary
man and woman. The residence rules in the Republic of South
Africa, where urban residence is allowed only for Africans with
employment, are well known, for instance. During the colonial
era similar controls occurred elsewhere, in the British
colonies in Central and East ~frica4. Since independence, Tanzania, among others, has tried to "repatriate" unemployed towndwellers to the countryside5.

Unless otherwise stated, "Africa" stands for Africa south of
the Sahara and north of the Zambesi.
See for instance Soja and Weaver, 1976 and Mabogunje, 1974
O'Connor (1983: chap 1) comments on the origin of African urbanization and gives further references.
In this part of Africa there had not been indigenous towns in
modern times before European colonization.
Fair and Davies (1976) discuss the various measures taken to
inhibit rural-urban migration.

However, all attempts sofar to limit rural-urban migration have
been unsuccessful. Cities have continued to grow at a pace
which has not been matched by a concomitant growth of the
"modern" part of the urban economies - the part that supposedly
generates employment. As a consequence, "urban unemployment"
had come to be regarded as the most serious problem of African
urbanization at the end of the 1960s (Mabogunje, 1974:19, Gugler, 1974:184). Table 1.1 shows the estimated growth during the
period 1950-80 of a number of African cities. Corresponding
data for smaller urban areas are not available.
Table 1.1
POPULATION GROWTH IN AFRICAN CITIES, 1950-1980
Growth, 1950-1980.%
Lagos
Kinshasa
Addis Abeba
Abidjan
Ibadan
Khartoum
Dakar
Accra
Nairobi
Harare
Dar es Salaam
Luanda

Est. pop. in 1980, in
thousands

1110
1125

3000
2700

Source: Calculated from O1Connor, 1983, table 5, p. 48.
The simultaneous occurrence in Africa of high rates of urban growth and high rates of unemployment presented a challecging problem for Western social scientists who were used to
thinking of migration in their own industrialized countries in
terms of "labour market migration116.It was assumed that migration from rural to urban areas was caused by economic incentives in the narrow sense of regular wage employment. How,
then, could such high rates of migration as were manifested for
many African cities be sustained in the face of high, and rising, levels of unemployment? Or, to put it more crudely,

See note 1 at the end of the chapter.

"Why Do People Come to
Town? "

Town When There Are No Jobs In

The research reported here had its origin in this problem.

The problem in particular
My own interest in the problem of urban migration in Ethiopia
stems directly from the experience I had while working there in
1965-68'.
During that time I carried out several small urban
surveys in various parts of the country8. Despite the fact that
most of these studies were done in towns very much smaller than
the cities that had aroused the interest of social scientists
and planners elsewhere in Africa, the problems experienced by
town-dwellers appeared essentially the same regardless of the
size of the town or city in which they lived. I have therefore
not distinguished between "town" and "city" in the rest of this
book.
The problems that I observed in urban Ethiopia at the time
- of poverty, crowding and criminality - were blamed by planners and social scientists alike on "excessive" migration from
rural to urban areas. The ideas expressed below were common.
Such a very high rate of urban population growth /in
~ t h i o ~ i a / ,apart from disfiguring the natural landscape
and converting the rich or potentially rich agricultural land into slums, has given rise to unemployment,
prostitution, and beggary.
(Mesfin, 1970:26).
Furthermore, it was generally assumed that rural migrants
came to the towns primarily looking for jobs. This assumption
was supported by the scanty evidence available. Mesfin reports
a social survey carried out in Addis Abeba in 1960, in which
nearly 60 per cent of all those interviewed9 "gave employment
opportunities as reason for migration" (Ibid.:22). At the same
time, however, only a minority of people of working age in urban areas were classified as "working". Mesfin states that on
average 18 per cent of men between 10 and 44 years of age were
found to be "working"10 in ten middle-sized Ethiopian towns in
1965 (Ibid.:33). For women in the same age group the figure was
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
The reader is not told if both men and women were interviewed.
l0 Mesfin does not define "working". I interpret the term as
"being employed in regular wage employment".

12 per cent. The discrepancy between the stated reasons for rural-urban migration and the low rate of actual urban employment
posed a sociological problem of immediate interest. Later I
found that the same problem had interested social scientists in
other parts of Africa as well.

The problem in this book
After completing the study reported in this book, I am critical
of the original formulation of the problem ("Why Do People Come
to Town When There Are No Jobs In
own?") since I found this to
be irrelevant to the study of urban migration in Ethiopia. The
original formulation was based on a number of assumptions about
the manner of urban growth, and about the structure of economic
life in Ethiopian towns, which proved false as the study proceeded.
Nevertheless, I have chosen to present the original problem, since the study originated with this problem and evolved
around it. The fact that one of the results of the study was
not a solution to the problem, but the contention that the
problem was irrelevant and based on false premises, is an important result in itself. It also proves the value of the kind
of exploratory approach used here.
In this book I do not address the problem of rural-urban
migration/urban unemployment directly. Instead I approach the
problem by investigating the assumptions behind the original
formulation of the problem in the context of a particular
Ethiopian town. These assumptions are, first, that rural-urban
migration is the basis for all African urban growth, second,
that the search for regular wage employment (as it is known in
industrial countries) is the main cause of rural-urban migration, and third, that it is not possible to survive in town
without this kind of employment.
The specific questions I address are the following:
1. How do people come to a particular town?
(The form of migration patterns)

2. How is it economically possible for persons moving
to the town to remain in it?
(The structure of urban opportunities).
3. How are the migration patterns and the structure of
urban opportunities to be understood in terms of the
historical and contemporary context of the town?

(Migration
cesses).

as a

result of

economic and political pro-

The Study
Aim of the study
The aim of the study was to investigate the process of urban
migration in Ethiopia, in order to throw light on the problem
of continued rural-urban migration under conditions of urban
unemployment.

Why an exploratory study?
At the time when the current study was planned, there were few
urban studies of any kind published on Ethiopia, and no studies
of migration. A few articles had appeared which made inferences
about migration on the basis of the results of the First Round
,
as the one by Mesfin (1970). The urban
of Urban ~ u r v e ~ s l lsuch
material consisted of articles about the historical development
of towns in Ethiopia by Pankhurst (1957, 1961, 1962, 1965), a
dissertation on the same theme by Akalou (1967), and
geographical descriptions by Horvath (1966, 1968, 1969).
Since little was known about the precise problem at hand I
decided to make my own study an exploratory study12. Exploratory studies had an ambiguous position in sociology at the
time when the study was planned. On the one hand, the ordinary
text-books on sociological research methods gave exploratory
studies the same status as descriptive studies, and studies
testing causal hypotheses. The importance of exploratory research was pointed out:
The relative youth of social science and the scarcity
of social science research make it inevitable that much
of this research, for a time to come, will be of pioneering character. Few well-trodden paths exist for the
investigator of social relations to follow; theory is
often either too general or too specific to provide
clear guidance for empirical research. In these circumstances, exploratory research is necessary to obtain
l1 Data collected in the form of urban household surveys in
1965, published in 1968 and summarily analyzed in 1972.
lZ See note 4 at the end of the chapter.

the experience that will be helpful in formulating relevant hypotheses for more definitive investigations.
(Selltiz et.al., 1966:52p)
In the actual texts, however, exploratory studies were
given scant attention. What seemed most common was a general
admonition to be "flexible" and to use whatever sources of information were available. The exploratory study was seen
largely as a preamble to description or hypothesis testing; the
need for such a study was explained by the fact that the social
scientist needed to familiarize himself with the phenomenon he
wished to study, or with the setting in which he planned to
carry out his research, or he needed to check whether his intended research methods were appropriate, or to know more about
the phenomenon in order to formulate his hypotheses, later to
be tested. By some, exploratory studies were re arded as being
outside the realm of social science altogether15
A radically different view was presented by Barney Glaser
and Anselm Strauss (1967). They argued energetically for research aimed at theory construction and presented research
strategies with this aim. However, I did not read their book
until I had completed my data collection. It did, however, influence my analysis procedure and my writing.
Finding little in sociology at the end of the 1960s to help
me plan an exploratory study of urban migration in Ethiopia, I
turned to the sister discipline of social anthropology. This
seemed a logical move, since social anthropologists are largely
involved in exploratory research14 and furthermore have a long
tradition of working in Africa. However, at the time there were
few anthropologists who were explicit about their research procedures15. Nevertheless, my study depends heavily on the work
of social anthropologists in many ways.
As for the strategy of the exploratory study, I have proceeded in a series of steps, with each step determining the
following one. In the rest of this section, I shall describe
these steps, and the considerations behind them. The exploratory steps were the following:
1. Exploring the Literature: Studies of rural-urban migration in Africa up to 1970.
2. Exploring the fieldl: Design and execution of a restudy of 188 households from the First Round of Urban Surveys
(Central Statistical Office in 1965).
3. Exploring the field in archives: The use of secondary
data; the Second Round of the Urban Survey in Shashemene in
1970.

.

See note 5 at the
l4 At least, this is
research carried out
l5 See note 6 at the
l3

end of the chapter.
how many sociologists regard a lot of the
by social anthropologists.
end of the chapter.

4. Exploring the field 2: Design and execution of a 5 per
cent household survey to collect migration histories and background data from current inhabitants of Shashemene.
5. Exploring the data: "Commuting" between data and literature - or using the lever of literature to move the mountain of
data.
6. Interpreting the results.

Exploring the literature I : Studies of rural-urban migration in
Africa up to 1970
As I originally perceived the problem, it was largely about the
process of migration from rural to urban areas. I therefore began my exploration with a surve of the literature published on
rural-urban migration in Africa316 I found that most of the research had been concerned with a very special type of migration: labour migration. Labour migration, as defined in the
literature, had its basis in the colonial conquest of Africa by
the European imperial powers. It originated with the colonial
exploitation of African resources in the form of mines, plantations - and towns. Apart from its origin, labour migration was
also special in relation to other types of migration in that it
was directed to European economic centres, the migration
streams consisted of persons regarded as "labour" by prospective employers17, and it was motivated by the expectation of
regular wage employment, for longer or shorter periods. Typical
examples of labour migration today are the highly controlled
migration to the mines of the Republic of South Africa from all
the surrounding states, and the migration from the northern
hinterland of West Africa to the plantations and industries in
the coastal region18.
Undoubtedly, labour migration has had a great impact on society in many African countries (Gugler, 1968). Furthermore, it
was largely a colonial concern and became a colonial heritage.
It is therefore not surprising that social scientists, with
their own roots in the metropolitan countries, have devoted a
great deal of their attention to studies of labour migration.
However, po ulation movements have been common throughout
African history . Concentration on labour migration has meant
that other types of migration have been neglected, and that the
migration of persons not defined as "labour" (particularly
women) has been ignored.
Since Ethiopia was never colonized by foreign powers,
labour migration of the type common in the former colonies, has

.

e9

l6
l7
l8
l9
of

See note 7 at the end of the chapter.
Strong, able-bodied men.
See note 8 at the end of the chapter.
See Gould and Prothero, 1975, for a comprehensive typology
African population mobility.

been rare in ~ t h i o ~ i aVery
~ ~ .little Ethiopian urban migration
is of this type and labour migration has not been instrumental
in the growth of Ethiopian towns21. This meant that most of the
literature on African rural-urban migration could not be used
as a basis in the planning of the study reported here.
There were, however, some ideas and results that directly
influenced my initial approach. The most useful studies I found
from other parts of Africa were the ones by a demographer,
J.C.Caldwel1(1967,1969). Caldwell reported the results of national surveys of migration following the 1960 census in Ghana.
The usefulness of his work lay in the fact that his studies
covered all kinds of rural-urban migration, all regions of the
country, and the migration of women as well as that of men22.
I used two of Caldwell's findings in particular as starting
points for my own study. The first was the fact that the single
most important factor in deciding who migrates and who does
not, was not any characteristic pertaining to the individual
migrant himselflherself but the characteristics related to his
or her region of origin (Caldwell, 1969:212). In Africa,
"region of origin" can be said to approximate to "ethnic origin"23, so this was an indication that ethnicity may be one of
the most important factors in the migration process.
In order to explore the relation between the ethnic structure and urban migration, it was necessary to include at least
two different ethnic groups in the study. To compare ethnic
groups one must either study different groups in their respective rural areas, or people in towns that receive in-migrants
from different groups. Since I considered it beyond my capacity
to do several rural studies I chose the latter approach. In
anthropological studies of migration the same approach has been
used by (among others) Lang (1974), Halpenny (1975), Obbo
(1975, 1980), and Hjort (1979). Since I felt unable to decide a
priori which ethnic groups to study I decided to include
initially all groups in the chosen town (or towns) in the investigation.
The second finding from Ghana of immediate impact on the
planned study, was the fact that, although direct migration
from the countryside to the largest town was most common, what
appeared to be "migration by stages" frequently occurred as
well. People often moved from the countryside to big villages
and small towns and so on until they arrived in the capital
(Caldwell, 1969:46). This finding made me decide to locate my
own study in a town which might be expected to be both a receiver of migrants (from rural areas and smaller towns and vil-

20 Although there are a few instances, such as the seasonal miration to plantations in the lower Awash Valley.
q1 See note 9 at the end of the chapter.
22 See note 10 at the end of the chapter.
23 See chapter 3 below.

lages) and a sender of migrants (to bigger towns and the capital). I had already decided not to study migration to Addis
Abeba, since it was beyond my capacity to cover the capital,
and since the very rapid growth of several small towns documented in the 1965 CS0 survey seemed a more manageable and
equally interesting focus for the studyz4. To further my decision to locate the study in a small town, there was a statement
about the need for studies of such towns from one of the pioneers of African urban studies (Gutkind, 1968).

Exploring the field l : The choice of Shashemene; a preliminary study
How many towns? Having decided to place the study in a town environment I had to decide how many towns should be included. I
decided to plan the fieldwork as a case study of a single town,
with the possibility of doing at least part of the work in the
rural areas from which the rural-urban migration to the town
had originally come. With so little being known, it seemed necessary to comprehend the situation in one town as fully as
possible before extending the study of urban migration to several towns.
Which town? I used two criteria when choosing the town to
be gtudied: iirst, that it should show signs of a high rate of
in-migration, and second, that it should not contain any establishments that might attract "labour migration'' in the sense
used by the literature, such as industries, large-scale aid
projects or plantations. One town fulfilled these criteria,
namely, Shashemene in the extreme south of the central province
of Shewa. The 1965 CS0 survey estimated that about 27 per cent
of the total population (estimated at 7,540) had lived in the
town less than 6 years, and there were no obvious explanations
for what appeared to be a high rate of in-migration (CSO,
1968:31). Already in 1971 Shashemene had an established reputation in Addis Abeba as being a dynamic and fast-growing town.
Among Ethiopian colleagues and officials it was frequently suggested as a suitable town for study.
Two towns in the 1965 survey had higher percentages of recent in-migrants: Akaki Beseka ( 4 1 % ) ~just
~ ~ south of Addis
Abeba, and Bahir Dar (42%), the second largest town in the
province of Gojam. But neither fulfilled my second criterion;
Akaki Beseka was the leading industrial town in the Addis Abeba
metropolitan area, and Bahir Dar had an important textile industry and was also a regional educational centre.
The preliminary study. Fieldwork in Shashemene began in
April 1972. Initially I made a preliminary study. I wanted to
24 See note 11 at the end of the chapter.

25 Akaki Beseka was later comprehensively studied by Hugh Mullenbach (1976).

familiarize myself with the phenomenon of rural-urban
migration, and with the town, and to make an appraisal of
suitable methods for data collection.
As a basis for the preliminary study, I used the 1965 CS0
survey already mentioned. I copied the entire primary material,
consisting of 188 schedules of household interviews covering
basic census data for 754 individuals at the Central Statistical Office. Using a technique first tried in my own study of
elementary school drop-outsZ6, the individuals included in the
1965 survey were identified. An assistant interviewed the remaining heads of household and ascertained the destination of
individuals and households that had left Shashemene since 1965.
For the interviews I used a schedule which consisted of a repetition of some of the questions asked in 1965 with the addition
of a number of questions concerning the migration history of
the respondents.
The preliminary study had a number of results that directly
influenced the further course of the study. I shall briefly
mention thesez7 here.
1. The nature of migration to Shashemene. In the interview
schedule I had included questions about conditions at the respondent ' S birth-place and the reasons for coming to Shashemene. What I found was that few adult respondents had arrived
directly from their birth-places; that the rural-urban inmigrants in fact were a minority of all those who had migrated
to Shashemene. Many had come from other towns; many had come
from the capital even. Several moves, from town to town, were
not uncommon. Some had come great distances, while representatives of the two ethnic groups closest to the town were
conspicuous by their absence. It was impossible from an inspection of the returned schedules to discern any common routes of
migration to Shashemene.
Clearly, the process was much more complicated than I had
expected. A first priority in the continuing study would therefore be to outline- the migration field of Shashemene and to understand how it had come about.
2. The reasons for migration to Shashemene. The reasons why
people said they had come to Shashemene were mainly economic.
But not "economic" in the narrow sense of looking for wage employment. The idea gained during the interviews was rather that
they had come "in the hope of a better life". Men often came to
trade, and women most often accompanied husbands, on whom they
were economically dependent. There was no sign of anyone suffering from "unemployment". Few seemed to expect wage employment; those who had such employment (mainly government employees, such as soldiers and policemen) were not noticeably better
26 See note 12 at the end of the chapter.

27 The results from the preliminary study are recorded in chapter 2 and Appendix 2.

off than many who had not. Respondents often found it difficult
to account for the reasons why they had come to Shashemene.
Some seemed to have arrived in the town by accident and then
stayed on because they had found the opportunity to make a living. It was therefore logical to turn the emphasis of the study
from causes for coming to the town to opportunities for staying
in it.
3. The household survey in Shashemene. Part of the reason
for the preliminary study was the opvortunitv
it offered to
evaluate the method of data collection commonly known as "the
social survey". A survey can be said to be an investigation using personal interviews of a randomly selected sample of a
given population as the procedure for data collection. In a
"household survey" one person, ideally the head of the household, answers for all members of the household. In the preliminary study I re-interviewed the previous CS0 respondents using
parts of the original questionnaire, in order to evaluate the
reliability of this kind of survey data in Shashemene. A summary of the results of the evaluation can be found in Appendix
2.
I came to the following conclusions concerning the use of
social surveys as a tool for social research in an environment
such as Shashemene. The social survey was a perfectly viable
research tool, provided it was used with a great deal of care.
The main thing was to ask only such questions as could be answered in the interview situation, which normally consisted of
a stranger asking more or less direct questions and a number of
listeners-in commenting on the answers. The kind of questions
that could be answered were questions about facts and events
pertaining to the individual respondent. In questions with a
temporal aspect care had to be taken that the time and place of
each incident or situation referred to was clearly indicated.
Questions that could not be asked were questions about attitudes, plans or general conditions, and questions asking for
information that normally would not be divulged to strangers.
When the above conditions were met, three main sources of
error remained in the household survey in ~ h a s h e m e n e ~ ~ :
1. When a respondent gave information about persons other
than himself/herself there was always a danger of error, even
with regard to his/her own children. This was most pronounced
for affines and non-kin, such as wives and husbands, lodgers,
visiting friends, servants and other employees.
2. Interviewers: respondents clearly reacted very differently to different types of interviewer. A good interviewer
should ideally resemble a mature, successful member of society.
A

28 The reflections below stem partly from the preliminary survey, partly from the following survey.

Middle-aged were better than young; fat were better than thin.
~ e should
* ~ appear self-confident and with plenty of time.
3. Time: the townspeople of Shashemene were busy. They had
neither the time nor the patience for long interviews. If the
sitting lasted for more than an hour, the respondents grew
restless, and irritable or simply walked away.

Exploring the field in archives: The use of secondary data
The initial study was completed in six months, including a period for preliminary analysis. During that time I collected yet
another set of data from Shashemene. These were data concerning
the household composition, lengths of stay, occupation and ethnic identity of a large sample of Shashemene households collected during the Second Round of the Urban Survey, carried out
by the Central Statistical Office in 1970. Heads of household
of more than 900 households had been interviewed30.

Exploring the field 2: Migration histories from 5% of the population
What to study next? From the preliminary study, two tasks appeared of primary importance for the further exploration,
namely to find out how people had come to Shashemene, and how
they had managed to remain in the town.
How to proceed? Answers to the questions above could be
sought in several ways. The choice was in essence between finding out a little about a lot of people, or a lot about a few31.
In the first instance, I would be able to compare ethnic groups
and speak for the entire population, albeit on a superficial
level. In the second instance, I would be able to obtain basic
insights into the migration process from the point of view of
the individual, and at most one ethnic group.
The definitive study. In the end I chose the first approach. This was mainly because I considered it necessary to
know "what was there" in general before delving into details.
That both kinds of knowledge were required, and interrelated,
was obvious.
In February-April 1973, I consequently carried out a 5 per
cent household survey of Shashemene (covering in all 141 households). As sampling frame I was able to use maps and physical
numbers of all dwelling units in the town, kindly provided by
the Regional Office of the Malaria Eradication Service, and
prepared for a DDT spraying campaign against malaria in
Shashemene in December 1972. Interviewers were a team of elementary school teachers from the local school. For each house29 I never had the opportunity to work with female interviewers.
30 See note 13 at the end of the chapter.
31 See note 14 at the end of the chapter.

hold the head of household and his wife (if the head was a married man) were interviewed concerning their entire migration
histories and occupational careers. They were also asked about
other conditions that I thought mi ht have a bearing on their
mobility and success in Shashemene52
Throughout the interviewing period I worked closely with
the interviewers. Some (young, thin and unsure of themselves)
met with a few refusals who, with one exception, agreed to be
interviewed by someone else. The fact that there were refusals
was a healthy sign. It meant that the respondents saw the interview as a voluntary option, which probably influenced the
quality of the data in a positive manner.
Sources of error. In the definitive study, I avoided the
main source of error in household surveys by not admitting migration data from anyone but the respondent himself. Heads of
household were allowed to give details about the composition of
the household, but for migration and occupational careers, husbands could not speak for wives, nor wives for husbands.
Another source of error, that I unfortunately could do little to counteract, was the retrospective character of the data
about migration histories. There were certain to be faults of
memory, and there was no way I could check on the information
given by the respondents. It was likely that errors in the migration histories would be in the direction of omissions rather
than additions. This means that the number of places lived in
before Shashemene might actually be more than was stated in the
accounts. Illegal or morally reprehensible activities were
probably suppressed.
More serious than errors of recall are ambiguities in the
occupational data. At the time when I constructed the schedule,
and tried it out and discussed it with the interviewers, I did
not realize the complexity of the economies of many households
in Shashemene, nor the many different ways in which an individual could earn his living, and the frequent mixtures of income
in cash and kind. The questions about occupation were therefore
not sufficiently detailed. This was particularly true of the
common occupations of "trader" and "farmer", which contain much
diversity. However, I am not certain that it would have been
possible to pursue the economic questions to the required
length in a random sample survey such as this one. Intensive
study of urban household economies and the content of occupational classifications are needed to uncover the details of the
economic system both on the individual and the group level. As
they stand, therefore, the data on occupations are not so much
erroneous as insufficient.

.

32 The interview schedule in Arnharic and English can be found
in Appendix 3.

Exploring the data
Fieldwork was completed in May 1973. Coding, punching33, and
preliminary analysis were carried out 1973-75. For reasons not
connected with the study I then had to make a lengthy interruption. Work on the material was resumed in 1981.
' ~ analysis
h ~
of data in an exploratory study. An exploratory stud^ is undertaken because the researcher does not
know enough about the problem under study, either to describe
it or to formulate testable hypotheses about it. The exploration is done in order to find out what is important.
However, once the data are collected, no matter in what
manner34, it becomes obvious that data do not "speak for themselves" (Burgess, 1982:236). They must be analyzed or they will
not reveal what is important. The analysis can follow along two
different lines.
The first can be said to entail "making the data speak on
their own". For the social scientist with qualitative data,
this may mean reading and re-reading his/her material until
"themes" emerge which are then used to establish coding categories for the entire material (Platt, 1976:pp, 197-98, quoted
in Burgess, op.cit.: 235). For the researcher with a quantitative material, on the other hand, this may mean that
The researcher begins by constructing a workable measure of the something that constitutes the primary focus of the research...Next you should examine the relationship between the something
and those variables
that precede it in time...the analysis might conclude
with the formulation of specific hypotheses
but frequently the research goes on to explore how the key
variable affects other things.
(Babbie, 1979:104p.)

...

...

The second line of analysis can be said to involve opening
a dialogue with the data, by asking questions that emanate from
somewhere other than the material itself. The natural place to
look for auestions to ask of the material is, of course. in the
library of sociological "stories" that have a bearing on the
problem under study (Davis, 1974). The strength of the second
approach is that it allows for an immediate connection between
the exploratory study and the body of already existing knowledge.
For the analysis of the Shashemene material I chose to follow the second line of analysis. In relation to the complex
reality under study, the sample studies conducted in the course
of the investigation in Shashemene were small. The value of the

33 See note 15 at the end of the chapter.
34 See note 16 at the end of the chapter.

data lay in their ability to illuminate unthought-of aspects of
the problem under study. I decided that the best use could be
made of the data from Shashemene by looking at them in the
light of a "story" emanating from the original problem of the
study, elaborated by other recent research.
Which story? Exploring the literature 2. When I began the
final analysis of the Shashemene data ten years had passed
since my first exploration of the relevant literature. A great
deal had been published in the interval. I turned to this literature with a clearer perception of the problem under study in
order to find a "story-line" to guide my way through the
Shashemene data.
Beginning with the question of "Why do people come to
towns /from rural areas/?" I found that rural-urban migration
in Africa had been analyzed, since 1970, largely in terms of
the balance of economic opportunities between rural and urban
areas35.
Since I had little information about conditions in the
sending areas my attention was drawn to the structure of opportunities in Shashemene itself. The question about the economic
basis of Shashemene was answered by an analysis of the regional
and political history of the region (to show how and why
Shashemene was founded) and the reasons for the recent growth
of the town. This analysis was based on the literature, and on
knowledge gathered during my fieldwork in Shashemene.
The theoretical problem of urban unemployment in Africa was
solved by the timely "discovery" of the informal sector of the
economy by Keith Hart (1974) and others. The implication of
Hart's reasoning was that it made no sense to talk about urban
"unemployment" when the majority of urban dwellers made their
living outside the formal economy and its employment practices,
altogether.
This led me to an analysis of the "opportunity structure"
of Shashemene, in terms of the occupational structure, based on
the large number of data collected from th'e 1970 CS0 survey.
Hart also pointed out that the various parts, or niches, of
the informal economic sector. as well as of the formal. were
not open to everyone. Ethnic specialization was the rule. The
same point had been made by other authors (Hanna and Hanna,
1971). This meant that in fact there were two dimensions to the
structure of urban opportunities. One dimension would be the
actual opportunities available in a given town. Another would
be the opportunities open to people of a particular category,
or group, where similar opportunities in different towns could
provide an opportunity "structure" of greater relevance than
the inaccessible slots in the system of opportunities in an individual town (Cohen, 1969).
35 See note 17 at the end of the chapter.
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In order to answer the question about ethnic stratification for Shashemene I again turned to an analysis of the 1970
data.
At this point I felt that I had some reasonable answers to
the questions as to what the economic attraction of Shashemene
was and as to how people were able to remain there. But how had
they come? This question was posed by the material itself,
since I knew from the interviews that many more than had been
expected were not rural-urban migrants to Shashemene. Inter-urban migration was rarely mentioned in the literature (Simmons
et al, 1977:29). Nevertheless, Obbo had some interesting comments on the difference between women who had moved straight to
Kampala and those who had gone by way of stays in smaller towns
(Obbo, 1980:80).
When replying to the question how people moved to
Shashemene I looked at the aggregate picture, using data from
the 1972 re-study of the 1965 respondents, and the sample study
of 1973. On the basis of that analysis, I was able to classify
the migrants according to their various types of migration career.
I now knew the relative size of the different ethnic groups
in Shashemene and what roles they were playing in the economic
life of the town. I also knew the various ways that people had
come to the town. The next step was to go into the different
groups in detail, using the 1973 survey since this was the most
comprehensive.
To complete the story of migration to Shashemene, I compared the migration patterns of the different ethnic groups to
see if I could detect "ethnic styles" of migration to the town.
I also looked at female "styles" of migration and some occupational "styles" of migration to see if gender and occupation
significantly influenced differences in migration pattern between ethnic categories.

Interpreting the results
What remained of the study was to interpret the story of migration to Shashemene in relation to larger contexts. Up to this
point I had stuck closely to the empirical material from
Shashemene, guided by a line of thought gathered from the literature. When interpreting the results, I first discussed what
the findings from Shashemene meant in the larger context of regional urbanization. I then went on to discuss existing empirical studies from Ethiopia that had a bearing on the different
phenomena pointed out by the Shashemene study. Finally, I used
the entire material, from my own and other studies, to suggest
a way of looking at urban migration in Ethiopia which would
make sense in the light of current research.

Concepts: Migration, Ethnicity and Gender
Some concepts that I use throughout this book need to be
clearly defined.

Migration
It has been suggested (by Gould and Prothero, 1975), that the
term mobility should be used to describe all kinds of population movements, that migration should denote a permanent move
from one place to another, and that circulation should be used
to include

...

a great variety of movements, usually short term,
repetitive or cyclical in character, but all having in
common the lack of any declared intention of a permanent or long-standing change of residence.
(Zelinsky, 1971:266, quoted in Gould and Prothero,
op.cit.: 97).
In this book I use "migration" in the above sense, with the
qualification that for many persons moving to Shashemene, the
move seemed to be permanent-"for the time being". The move was
definite, in the sense that they had no plans to return to
where they came from, or immediately to continue on the move;
when questioned, however, several replied that they would go
somewhere else if opportunities appeared to be better there
than those in Shashemene. A minority, of whom some were born in
the town, some owned land or other property, and some felt too
old to go anywhe~eelse, said that they would definitely remain
in the town.
Nearly all moves to Shashemene were the result of internal
migration within Ethiopia. I denote migration to the town as
"in-migration" and from the town as "out-migration".
All the people in Shashemene who had moved at least once
are regarded as "migrants" in the study, regardless of how long
they had lived in the town at the time of the study. This is
because of the uncertainty of interview responses concerning
time, and also because few adults defined themselves as permanent residents of Shashemene.
The following are some terms related to migration:
Migration field - the geographical distribution of all
movements which can be attributed to a delimited area, a town
for example (Hagerstrand, 1963:67).
Migration stream - the flow of people from one area to another. Migration streams are often characterized by the types

of areas of departure and arrival: rural-rural, rural-urban
etc.
Migration path - The exact way an individual has followed
to arrive at his destination. For example, a migration path to
Shashemene could be from Addis Abeba to Nazareth (with a stay
of some duration) and then on to Shashemene.
Migration career - A description of the form of the migration path, but without specifiying the exact stations on the
way. For example, one type of migration career could be from an
urban birth-place, to another town and then to Shashemene.
Migration pattern - The entire pattern of migratory behaviour of a specific population or part of a population.

Ethnicity
"Ethnicity" has been used in many different ways in social science literature. In this book I use it to signify that the participants in a given social context are differentiated (by
themselves and others) according to "ethnic" categories36. The
labels and contents of these "ethnic" categories vary depending
on the situation."Ethnicity" used in this way is a characteristic of a social context; "ethnic identity" is the corresponding
characteristic of an individual.

Gender
"Gender" is used to denote the social aspect of sex."Genderf'
differentiation and system consequently denote the manner in
which men and women are differentiated in a given social context and the way men and women are ordered in a given social
system.

Household
The term is used here to denote a residential unit, consisting
of a group of people sharing the same dwelling and having their
meals together. The links between the members of the household
are, however, looser than is common in a contemporary Swedish
household, for instance. It is normal for servants to be regarded as household members, and the same can be true of employees of other kinds. There is no assumption about a joint

36 See note 18 at the end of the chapter

economy behind the concept as it is used here, nor of kinship
relations.

Organization of This Book
In the first chapter of this book I have outlined the original
problem of the study, the aim of the study, and the research
process through which it has been achieved.
In the second chapter, the migration field of Shashemene is
presented.
In the third and fourth chapters, the necessary background
to an analysis of the migration field of Shashemene is given. I
briefly trace the development of the Ethiopian urban system as
a whole and outline the economic and political history of the
many groups in Shashemene. The town of Shashemene - as it was
at the beginning of the 1970s - is described.
After that, in chapter 5, I discuss the social science literature on important aspects of African towns, particularly the
organization of the urban economy and the role of urban ethnicity.
In chapter 6 and 7, the book approaches the phenomenon of
migration again, by way of describing Shashemene in terms of
the means available for migrants to the town to remain there. I
describe the structure of economic opportunities of Shashemene
in the 1970s by looking at the occupational structure and the
occupational differentiation according to ethnic category and
gender.
Chapters 8 and 9 are devoted to comparisons between the
ethnic groups in Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s. How
did their migration patterns differ, and how can these differences be explained? There were differences between the groups
in other dimensions as well. The possibility that the system of
ethnic differentiation of occupations and the varying representation of women in town were responsible for variation in the
migration pattern of the groups is discussed.
In chapter 10 the results of the study are interpreted.
First, I look at the study in the light of the question I
originally set out to answer. I then turn to a number of recently published studies in related fields in Ethiopia to see
what they can tell about the subject matter of this book. Finally, I suggest an interpretation of the Shashemene material
which incorporates the findings of the other studies.
In chapter 11, I give some theoretical suggestions about
the structures and processes behind urban migration in southern
Ethiopia.

After the main text of the book three appendices follow.
The first consists of an assessment of the growth of towns in
Ethiopia after 1974. I evaluate the relative importance of
rural-urban and inter-urban migration in relation to other
important migration streams in contemporary Ethiopia. In the
second appendix, a brief description of the procedure of the
empirical study is given, as well as a summary of the evaluation of the household survey method for data collection in
Shashemene. The third appendix contains the interview schedule
for the 1973 survey of households and migration histories in
Shashemene, in Amharic and English.

Additional Literature
When reporting the study of Shashemene I have referred to some
of the relevant literature published after 1970. A great deal
more than can be indicated here has been written about subjects
touched upon in this book. For the reader who wants to go beyond the references I give in the text, I shall indicate some
works that sum up the literature in some of the theoretical
fields referred to in this study, and give further references.
Ethiopia, before 1974. I have not attempted to describe the
general structure of Ethiopia at the time of the study. A thorough analysis of most social, economic, and political aspects
of pre-revolutionary Ethiopia can be found in John Markakis,
~ t h i o ~ i aAnatomy
.
of a ~raditionalPolity, 1974, which has become a standard work of reference. A more specific analysis of
the background to the 1974 revolution in the area of land
tenure and class relations, can be found in John M. Cohen and
Dov Weintraub, Land and Peasants in Imperial Ethiopia. The Social Background to a Revolution, 1975. Between them, these two
books refer to most modern literature on pre-revolutionary
Ethiopia.
~ i r i c a nUrban Areas. A recent general book on African
cities, including sections on rural-urban migration, ethnicity
and the urban economy, is Anthony O'Connor, The African City,
1983. No similar work exists for smaller urban centres. The articles in the symposium report Small Urban Centres in Rural Development in Africa, edited by Aidan Southall, 1979, and the
accompanying bibliography by Michael Schatzberg, provide an indication of research on such places. A thorough discussion of
the major contributions to African Urban Studies within social
anthropology and sociology can be found in Ulf Hannerz, Exploring the City. Inquiries Toward an Urban Anthropology, 1980.

This book also provides a necessary link to urban studies in
other parts of the world.
Rural-urban migration in Africa, Asia and Latin America.
Two collections of symposia papers on migration in Africa were
published in the mid-1970s, Modern Migrations in Western
Africa
1974, edited by Samir Amin, and Town and Country in
,
Central and Eastern Africa, 1975, edited by David Parkin.
Two volumes sum up empirical findings from studies of internal migration in Africa, Asia and Latin America. They are
Social Change and Internal Migration. A review of research
findings from Africa, Asia and Latin America, 1977, published
by the Internal Development Research Centre in Ottawa, and Connel et al., Migration from Rural Areas. The Evidence from Village Studies, 1976, Delhi: Oxford University Press.
An important contribution to the field, Migration Surveys
in Low-Income Countries. Guidelines for Survey & Questionnaire
Design by R.E. Bilsborrow, A.S.Oberai and G. Standing (1984),
appeared too late to be used in the writing of this book but is
likely to become the standard work of reference for migration
research during the years to come. The wealth of experience reported in Migration Surveys... goes far beyond the techniques
indicated by the title.
Survey designers and data collectors of one kind or another should be spared their drop of mercy. Most of
those who have become involved in what is somewhat inaptly called field work' have found themselves at various times so bogged down in the trials and tribulations of their chosen field that they have vowed to
have done with the whole business. Yet like fishermen
who soon overlook those chilly bleak days when hooks
seem allergic to fish and when the only joy lies in escape from derisive inquiries about .any luck', slightly
sobered social scientists and statisticians return to
the fray to get more data, add to the jumble of facts
and shadow-facts euphemistically called the 'knowledge
base'. The rationale for so doing is sometimes lost,
yet the process continues, for without facts there can
only be prejudice.
(Bilsborrow, Oberai and Standing, 1984:7).

Notes to Chapter 1:
1. "Contemporary scientific journals in English publish thousands of articles a year on the subject of migration./Most
of this literature accepts the assumption that the flow of
migration is strongly related to labour market conditions"
(Holm and Oberg, 1984:61)
2. 1965-67 I was working at the Ethio-Swedish Institute of
Building Technology in Addis Abeba as a "sociologist" under
the auspices of the Swedish Volunteer Service. In 1968 I
returned to collect material for an undergraduate paper in
sociology on elementary school drop-out; I worked closely
with the Ministry of Education in Addis Abeba and the
Provincial Educational Office in Tigray Province. Data for
the study were collected in Mekele.
3. I organized sample surveys in Addis Abeba, in a village near
Awasa in Sidamo, in Kobo between Dese and Mekele, in Debre
Birhan in northern Shewa, in Chancho and Sululta just north
of Addis Abeba, in Alem Tena on the Rift Valley road, between Mojo and Shashemene, in Debre Zeyit south of the
capital, and in Hurumu and Gore in Ilubabor.
4. "Exploratory" in the conventional sociological sense of "not
testing hypotheses formulated prior to the study". Exploratory research aims at presenting material that may or
may not later be used to formulate testable hypotheses. From
this does not follow that exploratory research should
necessarily be regarded as tentative or preliminary.
This attitude persists: see Babbie, 1979
5. Selltiz, Ibid.:52
and Ford, 1975:256 ("..in the course of our adventures in
the MAGICAL MOUNTAIN of science, we have oft been reminded
that the DIRTY LINEN of theory construction ought not to be
considered appropriate costume for the DERVISH DANCE which
celebrates truth4").
6. This has since changed and there is now a wealth of text on
methods in social anthropology. See for instance Pelto,
1970, Agar, 1980, or Burgess, 1978.
7. The result of this survey was published (Bjeren, 1971). A
synthesis of the same literature can be found in Hutton,
1973, chapter 5 (p89-110).
8. Although not all of these are under foreign control. Their
production is, however, still exclusively intended for
export.
9. Although the temporary flourishing of urban areas during the
Italian occupation, 1935-41, was caused by the same kind of
external influence that started the growth of many modern
towns in ex-colonial Africa.
10. The general approach of Caldwell's work made it very useful
despite the large differences between Ethiopia and Ghana.
Ghana, in 1960, was in a phase of urbanization radically
different from that of Ethiopia, and little of the major

.

findings there was echoed in an Ethiopian context. The main
differences between the countries were that Ghana already in
1960 was much more urbanized than Ethiopia (23 per cent of
the population were living in urban areas with more than
5,000 inhabitants, compared to less than 8 per cent in urban
areas with more than 1,000 inhabitants in Ethiopia in 1965),
that it had a much wider spread of elementary education
(rural school-leavers being most prominent among rural-urban
migrations whereas there were practically no rural schoolleavers in Ethiopia before 1965), and that there was a
consensus among the rural population that the transfer of
population to towns constituted a problem long before the
trickle of people from the countryside to the towns had
become noticeable in rural Ethiopia.
11.Data for a study covering 3,000 households in Addis Abeba
(approximately 1 per cent of the total) were collected by
members of the Addis Abeba Urbanization Project in 1974. The
interview schedule included a section of questions to be
asked of in-migrant heads of household. As far as I know,
the results of the migration study have not yet been
published. A detailed study of prostitution is completed
however (~akech,1978) and an urban study of the satellite
town of Akaki Beseka which was part of the same project
(Mullenbach, 1976).
12. In Mekele in 1968 and Shashemene in 1972 there were no population records that could be used to locate people. In order to find specific individuals it was therefore necessary
to go back to a situation where that person was known. In
Makele that was the class-room from which the student had
left. In Shashemene there was no such situation but instead
I could make use of the fact that the original sample in
1965 was selected on geographical criteria, the household in
every tenth house being interviewed. Having found one person
from the 144 heads of household, he was then likely to know
some of his former neighbours, and so the sample could
gradually be identified.
13. There were two reasons why I had chosen the 1965 survey
rather than the 1970 one for the preliminary study. One was
that it would have been impossible to trace everyone in that
very large amount of material and doing a random selection
from it would have meant missing the important geographical
link between households listed next to one another in the
material. The second was that in 1972, nothing was yet
published from the survey and the 1965 survey therefore
anyway had to serve as the empirical basis for the study of
Shashemene. The first tables from the 1970 survey were
published in 1975, and an analysis of the data in 1977.
14. I have compared the implication of these two approaches
throughout the research process elsewhere, and also argued

for a long term research strategy of alternating approaches
(Bjergn, 1981).
15. The quantitative material was coded and punched on to
"optical coincidence cards", a manual system for storage and
retrieval of data. Once a set of cards are prepared, the
system is eminently suitable for exploratory analysis of the
type performed in this study (Garbett, 1965). This was done
1973-74; in 1985 micro-computers with the appropriate
programmes can perform the same service with much less
preparatory effort.
16. Unless, of course, the researcher has chosen a qualitative
approach to the collection of data and followed the advice
of Glaser and Strauss (1967), Michael Agar (1980) and
Burgess (1982: 235) to analyze his or her data as the work
proceeds.
17. Todaro's attempt to make a formal model that could predict
in-migration to towns as a function of the wage differential
between rural and urban areas and the level of unemployment
(1968, 1969, 1970/with J.R.Harris/) was often quoted in this
context. Gugler has shown its lack of relation to actual
African reality (Gugler, 1976:193p.) Todaro has later elaborated his model further (Todaro, 1976).
18. Some decades back "ethnic group" in the setting of this
study would have been "tribe", and "ethnicity" would have
been "tribal structure".

Chapter 2

Migration to Shashemene:
The Total Picture
The first step in the exploration of migration to Shashemene
will be to look at the overall picture of the movement of people to the town up to 1 9 7 3 . In the description that follows I
am concerned with aggregate migration patterns; in later chapters I shall study the migration patterns of different groups.
The dimensions to be described are as follows:
1. Where were people living in Shashemene in 1 9 7 3 born?

2. Where had they lived immediately before coming to
Shashemene?

3. How many places had they lived in between leaving their
birth-places and arriving in Shashemene?

4. Did they come on their own or were they brought by some
one else?

5. Why did they say that they wanted to come to Shashemene?
6. Where did people go when leaving the town?

The Material
The analysis of migration to Shashemene is based on migration
histories collected from people included in two household samples. The first sample consists of persons who were first interviewed by the CS0 in 1965, in the First Round of the Urban
Sample Survey, and then re-interviewed by myself and an assistant in May-July 1972. This sample represents a group of relatively long-time town dwellers about whom we know for certain
that they had lived in Shashemene for longer than 6 . 5 years at

the time of the 1972 interview. In 1965, 10 per cent of the
households in Shashemene had been included in the CS0 survey.
This was 186 households,containing 755 persons. In 1972, I was
able to trace 649 (86%) of these individuals. In the study of
migration I concentrated on the migration careers of heads of
household and wives1. Their whereabouts are recorded in the
Table 2.1 below.
Table 2.1
WHEREABOUTS IN 1972 OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD AND WIVES
INTERVIEWED IN SHASHEMENE BY THE CS0 IN 1965

...............................................................
Male Female Wives Total
hh
hh
Dead
Left Shashemene
Still in Shashemene
No information

...............................................................

Total

141

45

135

321

% traced
no. migration
histories

The household status given above is the one the person had
in 1965. Not surprisingly, the female heads of household were
the ones most difficult to trace2. Often they had lived in
small households, alone or with one or two dependents. If the
female head of such a household married, died or moved somewhere else, the residential unit would disperse and there would
be no-one to say what had happened. It was easier to find the
whereabouts of women who had been married wives in 1965. Once
their husbands were located, they were immediately found if
they were still living with the same men. If the couples had
separated between 1965 and 1972, the ex-husbands often knew
where their previous wives had moved to, or if they were still
in Shashemene.
The second sample consists of a random 5 per cent sample of
households in Shashemene in 1973. The sample was drawn from an
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.
The procedure used for tracing respondents from the 1965 CS0
survey is described in the Appendix 2.

enumeration of all dwelling units in the town carried out by
the Malaria Eradication Service in December 1972. The interviews were undertaken during the period February - April 1972
by a team of locally recruited interviewers. Background data
were collected for all household members of 141 households, totalling 564 persons. Detailed migration histories were collected from heads of household and wives in 138 households. Altogether 222 migration histories were assembled, from 105 men
and 117 women.
It is not uncommon for migration studies to limit the population under study to heads of household. The justification
given for this limitation varies; heads of household are often
considered "primary decision makers" (Mullenbach, 1976:145),
implying that their decisions have determined the migration of
all members of the household at all times. However, this procedure implies certain risks. Studying only heads of household
neglects the particular characteristics of the migration of
women3. A few women would be included in a study solely of
heads of household, since a minority of female heads of household are present in most urban locations. But they are often so
few that a researcher may feel obliged to ignore them4. However, in Ethiopian towns women are represented to the same extent as men - in fact, women are often a majority of town
dwellers. This means that the migration of women cannot be ignored if one is to understand urban migration. And "women" in
this context must include both female heads of household and
wives. Many urban women move between these two statuses during
their life-time5. One cannot, therefore, assume any important
differences in migration careers between women of the two categories.
Because of the inclusion of the migration histories of respondents remaining in town from the 1965 CS0 study, the material contains more information about migration prior to 1965
than after 1965. Bearing in mind the uncertainty of time estimates6, the migration histories pertain to arrival dates of the
approximate distribution shown in Table 2.2.

As well as of adults residing in households headed by others.
See Obbo, 1980, chapter 1, for a discussion of the neglect of
women in African urban studies.
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.
See Appendix 2 for an account of the general uncertainty of
time estimates in surveys in Shashemene.

Table 2 . 2
APPROXIMATE DATE OF ARRIVAL IN SHASHEMENE FOR
HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD AND WIVES, INTERVIEWED IN 1972 AND 1973
Arrived in Shashemene:

Born
in S.

1965 or
earlier

12

88

1965166 Sum
or later

no.

...............................................................
1.Remainine from
1 9 6 5 study
Male heads ofhousehold, %
Female heads of
hh.and wives, %
% of all 1 9 6 5

-

100

87

100
91
100 178
...............................................................

2 . Respondents from
1 9 7 3 survey
Male heads of
household, %
Female heads of
hh.and wives, %
% of all 1 9 7 3

Total, both samples
% of all heads of household and wives

7
9

93

9

46

45

100

105

10
10

45
46

45
44

100
100

117
222

9

66

25

100

400

91

Four respondents were born in Shashemene but had gone away and
returned later. They were thus both "born in town" and migrants.
Table 2 . 2 shows that the entire migration material consists
of 400 migration histories, two thirds of which pertain to respondents who either were born in Shashemene or who had arrived
in town prior to 1 9 6 5 / 6 6 , and one fourth to respondents who had
arrived in Shashemene after 1965166. 90 per cent of the respondents were migrants.
Since the two samples were chosen and the respondents interviewed in different ways, I shall most frequently report
findings from them separately. In order to avoid a tiresome
repetition of dates, I shall call the respondents who remained
in Shashemene from the 1 9 6 5 CS0 study "long-time town dwellers"
and my own 1973 5 per cent households survey the "cross-section
sample"

.

The Road to Shashemene
When describing the geographical origin of the people who have
migrated to Shashemene two places are of particular importance.
The first is the birth-place, or the place where he or she
spent their early child-hood/. The second is the last place he
or she lived in before coming to Shashemene. Some will have
moved to Shashemene straight from their birth-place. Others
might have lived in many different places before coming to
Shashemene.
To understand the process of migration it is also important to know something about the migration of a person during
the time between the departure from his place of origin and his
arrival in Shashemene. Here I have chosen to focus first on the
urban experience that the migrant had acquired before his or
her arrival, expressed as the number of towns lived in8, and
second on his or her possible city experience expressed as ever
having lived in Addis Abeba.

In Table 2.3, the provinces of birth of the sample populations
are distinguished as being Shewa, Sidamo, or "Other Provinces".
The heads of household and wives who were born in Shashemene,
or in its immediate vicinity, are excluded from the table.
The types of birth-place of the migrants are classified as
being either "rural" or "urban", according to the judgment of
the respondent. This means that "urban" must be understood in
the widest sense of the word, stretching from a city the size
of Addis Abeba to "towns" having less than 1,000 inhabitants
and a bare minimum of urban characteristics9.
In the group of "long-time town dwellers" most (60 per
cent) were born in Shewa province. In the "cross-section" sample, the proportion was about the same; 56 per cent were born
in Shewa, 13 per cent and 20 per cent respectively were born in
Sidamo, and 27 per cent and 24 per cent respectively were born
in other provinces. Among these "other provinces" , We10 (9
persons), Gamo Gofa (5 persons) and Welega (5 persons) were
most frequently mentioned among the "long-time town dwellers".
In the "cross-section" sample, Arussi (7 persons), Kefa (5 persons) and Tigray and Eritrea (10 persons together) were most
commonly mentioned as birth provinces.
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.
See note 5 at the end of the chapter.

PROVINCES AND PROVINCIAL CAPITALS OF ETHIOPIA IN 1973

Table 2.3
PROVINCE OF BIRTH AND CHARACTER OF AIRTH-PLACE
Samples of heads of household and wives in Shashemene in 1972
and 1973
a. "Long-time town dwellers"
Province of birth

Type of birth-place
Rural
Urban
Total
%

%

%

Shewa
Sidamo
Other provinces

...............................................................

Total

100

100

100

Number of respondents

101

6l

162

...............................................................

...............................................................
b. "Cross-section sample"
Province of birth

Type of birth-place
Rural
Urban
Total
%

%

%

Shewa
Sidamo
Other provinces

..............................................................

Total
Number of respondents

$c

100
112

100
85

100
197"

Shashemene-born migrants not included

In both sample groups, about 60 per cent of the respondents
were born in rural areas. There was, however, a small difference between the samples in that there were fewer people born
in rural areas in the cross-section sample than among the people remaining from the 1965 sample. This could be an indication
either of a shift in the migration to Shashemene towards a
higher proportion of urban-born in-migrants - or it could mean
that the urban-born were more likely to move on than people
born in rural areas. This would be a counter-indication to the
step migration observed in other African migration studies. In
a discussion of migration to Swedish small towns, it has been

suggested that rural-urban and inter-urban migrants move within
two different migration systems,
People from two worlds meet in the small towns. Those
who come from the rural environment tend to go back or
to remain in the small towns. A smaller group proceeds
to bigger centres. Those who originate from an urban
environment remain there.
(Hagerstrand, 1963:78)
Provinces extend over large geographical areas, and it is
possible to locate the birth-places of many migrants on the
awraia1° level. Shashemene is surrounded by the following
awrajall - in Shewa: Haykoch & Butajira (the awraja where the
town itself is located), Chebo & Gurage to the north, and Kembata to the east; in Sidamo: Wollamo (now Welayita) awraja to
the south-west, and Sidama to the south; in Arussi (now Arsi):
Chilalo awraja to the west. Of these awraja, a significant nurnber of migrants were born in Haykoch & Butajira, Chebo &
Gurage, Kembata and Wollamo awraja, in a semi-circular area
with a radius of about 100 km from Shashemene, as can be seen
from Table 2.4.

l0 See note 6 at the end of the chapter.
l1 The names of awraja and provinces date from 1973. At the end
of the glossary there is a list of name changes after 1974.
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AWRAJAS SURROUNDING SHASHEMENE

Table 2 . 4
AWRAJA OF BIRTH AND CHARACTER OF BIRTH-PLACE FOR MIGRANTS.
Samples of heads of household and wives in Shashemene in 1972
and 1973.

...............................................................
a. "Long-time town dwellers"
Awraja of birth
Type of birth-places
Rural
Urban
Total
no.
no.
no.

...............................................................

Shewa: Haykoch &
Butajira, Chebo & Guragefc
Shewa: Kembata
Sidamo: Wollamo

32
14
6

0
15
3

32
29
9

Total in awraja near
Shashemene

52

1S

70

%
43

Born in other parts of
Ethiopia

49

43

92

57

101
62

61

162
100)

100

...............................................................

Total
( % of all

38

...............................................................
b. "Cross-section sample"
Awraja of birth

Type of birth-place
Rural
Urban
Total
no.
no.
no.
...............................................................

Shewa : Haykoch &
Butajira, Chebo & Gurage
Shewa: Kembata
Sidamo:Wollamo

31
8
22

10
11
11

41
19
33

Total in awraja near
Shashemene

61

32

93

%
48

Born in other parts of
Ethiopia

51
54
105
52
...............................................................

Total of all
(% of all

112
57

86
43

198""
100)

100

"These two awraja are represented together since it often was
not possible to know exactly in which of the two a rural birthplace would be located.
+c"Shashernene-born migrants not included

Nearly half of the migrant heads of household and wives of
the two samples were born in the four awraja surrounding and to
the west of Shashemene: 4 3 per cent from the sample of "longtime town dwellers" and 48 per cent from the "cross-section"
sample. The persons born in these four nearby awraja were more
often born in the countryside than other migrants: 7 4 per cent
as against 5 3 per cent among the "long-time town dwellers" and
6 4 per cent as against 49 per cent among the "cross-section"
sample.
A noteworthy fact about the birth-places of migrants to
Shashemene is their north-westerly orientation. Two more awraja
are situated at more or less the same distance to the town as
the four mentioned in Table 2 . 4 . These are Chilalo awraja in
Arussi province to the west and Sidama awraja in Sidamo
province to the south. There were a few individuals in the samples born in Chilalo but none born in Sidama.

Last place of residence before arriving in Shashemene
So far we have been discussing the birth-places of the migrants
in the two Shashemene samples. In a study of migration, the
last place of residence before arrival at the destination is of
greater significance in understanding the mechanisms behind a
given migration pattern than is the place of birth. This is because the prospective migrant evaluates the opportunities
available to him at the last place of residence against the opportunities he perceives at the intended destination, whereas
he may have left his birth-place many years earlier. This may
seem a truism, but in fact earlier attempts at unravelling the
mechanisms behind rural-urban migration in Ethiopia have assumed that the place of birth would also be the place of last
residence before arriving in town, and have therefore greatly
over-estimated the size of rural-urban migration and ignored
the important inter-urban migration streams12.
For some migrants, the last place of residence may be identical with their birth-place, but one can never assume that
this is the case. In the case of Shashemene, the number of migrants moving to town directly from their birth-places are
shown in Table 2.5.

l 2 See note 7 at the end of the chapter.

Table 2.5
MIGRANTS MOVING STRAIGHT FROM BIRTH-PLACE TO SHASHEMENE BY
TYPE OF BIRTH-PLACE

...............................................................
a. "Long-time town dwellers"
Type of birth-place
Type of move to Shashemene
Rural
Urban
Total
%

%

49

38

44

51

62

56

Total

100

100

100

Number of respondents

101

61

162

%

...............................................................
Directly from birth-place
Not directly from birthplace

b. "Cross-section sample"
Type of move to Shashemene

Type of birth-place
Rural
%

Urban

Total

%

%

50

40

45

50

60

55

Total

100

100

100

Number of respondents

112

Directly from birth-place
Not directly from birthplace

862

198

...............................................................

$c Four migrants born in Shashemene are not included in the
table.

About 45 per cent of the migrants came to Shashemene directly from their birth-places.
Note that only a minority in both samples can be described
as "traditional rural-urban" migrants in relation to their move
to shashemene13. These would be people born in the countryside
who moved directly from their birth-place to town. In our sample groups this proportion is no higher than about 30 per cent.

l3 See note 8 at the end of the chapter.

Where did the migrants come from
The "traditional rural-urbanl'migrantsare not the only migrants
who have come to Shashemene from the countryside. Another group
of rural-urban migrants are those whose last place of residence
was some rural area other than their birth-place. There were
not many rural-urban migrants of this type in our two samples:
only 9 in the sample of "long-time town dwellers" and 6 in the
cross-section sample. If we add them to the group of
"traditional rural-urban'' migrants, we are in a position to divide the two samples of migrants into two categories: rural-urban migrants and inter-urban migrants. Their relative distribution in the two samples can be seen in Table 2.6.
Table 2.6
RURAL-URBAN AND INTER-URBAN MIGRANTS
Samples from Shashemene 1972 and 1973

...............................................................
Sample

Type of migration
RuralInterTotal
urban
urban
%

%

%

no.

...............................................................
"Long-time town
dwellers" (1972 sample)
"Cross-section"
(1973 sample)

36

64

100

162

31

69

100

202*

33

67

100

364

...............................................................

% of respondents in

both samples

...............................................................

v.
"

The four Shashemene-born migrants are included in the table.

A majority of migrants in the two samples 67 per cent, were
inter-urban migrants. We shall now go on to determine more
closely the last place of residence of the migrants, beginning
with the rural-urban migrants.
The rural-urban migrants. It is very difficult to determine
exactly the location of most rural places in Ethiopia. In many
parts, settlement patterns are dispersed and existing place
names are vague and often duplicated. In addition, available
maps are not sufficiently detailed for the identification of
rural places. It was therefore not possible to identify exactly
the last location of any rural-urban migrants on the map,
though they could all be placed in the correct province. It was
also possible to identify the migrants whose last place of residence had been in the four awraja close to Shashemene, and

therefore to divide the group of rural-urban migrants into
(relatively) short- and long-distance migrants.
Table 2.7
APPROXIMATE DISTANCE TO LAST PLACE OF RESIDENCE BEFORE
ARRIVAL IN SHASHEMENE FOR RURAL-URBAN MIGRANTS
Last place of residence
Within
More than
Total
200 km
200 km
"Long-time town
dwellers"
"Cross-section
sample"

%

%

66

34

100

58

68

32

100

62

67

33

100

120

%

...............................................................

no.

% of respondents in

both samples

...............................................................

Two thirds of the rural-urban migrants were from one of the
four awraja nearby.
Most of the 20 individuals in each sample that came from
rural places more than the estimated 100-200 km covered by the
four neighbouring awraja were from the surrounding provinces,
as can be seen from Table 2.8.

Table 2.8
PROVINCE OF LAST PLACE OF RESIDENCE BEFORE SHASHEMENE FOR
LONG-DISTANCE RURAL-URBAN MIGRANTS

..............................................................
Province of last place

Sample
Long-time
Crosstown dw. section
no.
no.

Total
no.

...............................................................
Shewa, other than the
4 close awrajas
Sidamo, other than
Welayita awraja
Eritrea
Tigray
Harerge
We10
Begemdir
Gamo Gofa
Kefa

8

10

18

5
2
1
2
1
1

3
0
0
1
2
0

8
2
1
3
3

3

3

20

40

-

1

1
1
..............................................................

Total

20

...............................................................

26 (65%) of the 40 long-distance rural-urban migrants were
from Shewa (other than Haykoch & Butajira, Chebo & Gurage and
Kembata) or Sidamo (other than Wollamo). The remainder were
dispersed over 7 other Ethiopian provinces.
The inter-urban migrants. The inter-urban migrants mentioned a large number of different towns as their last places
ofresidence before arriving in Shashemene. 35 towns were mentioned by the "long-time town dwellers" and 43 towns by the respondents in the "cross-section " sample. However, many of the
towns had sent only one or two migrants to Shashemene. The most
frequently mentioned towns (those mentioned by four respondents
or more) are listed in Table 2.9 in order of descending frequency

.

K i b r e Mengist

-

TOWNS IN CENTRAL SOUTHERN ETHIOPIA

Table 2.9
LAST TOWN OF RESIDENCE BEFORE SHASHEMENE FOR
INTER-URBAN MIGRANTS
Last town of residence
a
no.

Sample
bn$:
no.

Total

...............................................................
Addis Abeba
Dila
Hosaina
Wollamo Sodo
Alaba
Asela
Awasa
Wendo Genet
Kofele
Negele Arussi
Debre Birhan
Nazret
Kibre Mengist

20
10
7

33
8
10

7

7
8
3

0
4
4
2
1
1
5

7
3
2
4

4
4
0

53
18
17
14
10
9
7
7
6
6
5
5
5

Total

69

93

162

% of all interurban migrants

66

66

66

2
6

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

*
$C"'^'

"'Long-time town dwellers"
"Cross-section sample"

Taking into consideration distance from Shashemene, population size and general character, these towns can be grouped in
four categories. In Table 2.10 both samples are brought together.

Table 2 . 1 0
LAST TOWN OF RESIDENCE FOR INTER-URBAN MIGRANTS.
Distance to Shashemene and population estimate.
Name of town

Province Distance
in km

I Addis Abeba:
Addis Abeba
I1 Medium-sized urban
region of Ethiopia:
Dila
Hosaina
Wollamo Sodo
Awasa
Yirga Alem

Shewa

250

Pop.

no.

912,090

53

centres in the central southern
14,910
9,020
12,820
16,790
15,610

18
17
14
7
5

5,110
(2,000
3,280
4,780

10
7
6
6

IV Urban places at long distances from Shashemene:
Asela
280 (200)":k 1 9 , 3 9 0
Arussi
Nazret
Shewa
210
45,280
Kibre Mengist
Sidamo
220
8,870
Debre Birhan
Shewa
380
17,940

9
5
5
5

Sidamo
Shewa
Sidamo
Sidamo
Sidam0

120
85
130
20
68

I11 Small urban places near Shashemene:
Alaba Kolito
Shewa
45
Wendo Genet
Shewa
20
Kofele
Aruss i
20
Negele Arussi
Shewa;:
20

...............................................................

Total

16 7

...............................................................

Note:Population estimates are from 1972 ( C S 0 1 9 7 5 ) . Shashemene
then had an officially estimated population of 1 3 , 8 4 0 .
,'c
Negele Arussi has retained its provincial specification since
the time when the administrative division of Ethiopia was such
that the town was, indeed, situated in Arussi province although
it fell within the borders of Shewa province at the time of the
migration study.
+:*There were two ways to reach Asela from Shashemene. The
longer route is on an all-weather road.
About 70 per cent of all inter-urban migrants (in both samples) came from the fourteen towns listed in Table 2 . 1 0 . The
four categories of towns in the table can be described as follows:

Category I: Addis Abeba. The first group consists of only
one Fown. The capital of Ethiopia is the largest single point
of departure for inter-urban migrants to Shashemene. Most of
the migrants from Addis Abeba had in turn come from somewhere
else. A total of 53 (22%) out of 244 inter-urban migrants mentioned Addis Abeba as their last place of residence before
Shashemene, but only a few of these were born in the capital.
This could suggest that step migration, from village to small
town to capital, is at times only part of a migration process,
where migrants arriving in the capital learn about more easily
accessible urban opportunities elsewhere, and move on.
Category 11: Medium-sized urban centres in the c e m
southern region of Ethiopia. The second group of towns consists
of six towns from the centre of the southern reaion of
Ethiopia, of roughly the same size as Shashemene and located
200 km or less away from the town. 73 (30%)of the inter-urban
migrants had come from these towns, travelling an average of
about 100 km.
Category 111: Small urban places nearby. The third group
consists of four small towns less than 50 km from Shashemene.
29 migrants (12%) of the inter-urban migrants had come from
these towns. This group of migrants constitute what we may call
"traditional inter-urban migrants", having moved a short-distance from some very small towns to a larger urban centre. Going by the review of African migration literature that I had
done before beginning this study, it was in this group that I
had expected most of the inter-urban migrants to fall. Instead,
we see that they form only a small minority of the inter-urban
migrants.
Category IV: Urban places at long distance from Shashemene.
The fourth group consists of three towns, each having contributed five migrants to Shashemene. These towns are located
relatively far from Shashemene, one to the north of Addis
Abeba, one in the far south and one to the north west. They are
regions: Debre Birhan
all economic centres in their respec'ive
in industry, Nazret in commercial farming and industry, and Kibre Mengist in mining. 15 (6%) of the inter-urban migrants came
from category IV towns, having travelled an average of 270 km.

Urban Experience Before Coming to Shashemene
Many migrants, both rural-urban and inter-urban, had made more
than one move on their way to Shashemene. In a previous section
we saw that 45 per cent of the "long-time town dwellers" and 55
per cent of the "cross-section" sample had come to Shashemene

after having made more than one previous move. This meant that
some migrants had acquired considerable urban experience before
arriving. We shall now try to measure the extent of that urban
experience by first looking at how many towns the migrants had
lived in before Shashemene, and then by seeing how many of the
migrants had lived in Addis Abeba prior to arriving in
Shashemene.
Table 2.11
NUMBER OF TOWNS LIVED IN PRIOR TO ARRIVAL IN SHASHEMENE

............................................................
a."Long-time town dwellers":
Urban experience prior
Type of migration
to arrival
InterAll
Ruralurban
urban

No town
One town
Two towns
Three or more towns

90

-

2
8

64
19
17

32
41
13
14

100
58

100
104

100
162

...............................................................

Total
Number of respondents

..............................................................
b. "Cross-section sample"
Urban experience prior
Type of migration
to arrival
RuralInterAll
urban
urban
%

%

z

100
62

100
140

100
202

No town
One town
Two towns
Three towns
Total
Number of respondents

We already know that a majority of the migrants of both
samples had some urban experience. We can now see from Table
2.11 that among the "long-time town dwellers" about 25 per cent
and among the "cross-section" sample almost 45 per cent had
lived in two or more towns before coming to Shashemene. The

proportions are obviously higher among the inter-urban migrants
than among the rural-urban ones. For the inter-urban migrants
as many as 36 per cent and 60 per cent respectively had lived
in two towns or more before coming to Shashemene.
There is a further indication in Table 2 . 1 1 that the people
with most urban experience could be the ones most likely to
move on. Among those who had lived for 6 . 5 years or longer in
Shashemene, about 27 per cent had lived in two towns or more,
but among the cross-section respondents the corresponding figure was more than 40 per cent.
Many of the migrants had lived in Addis Abeba at one time
or another during their migration careers. Of the "long-time
town dwellers" 42 ( 2 6 % of the total) had lived in Addis Abeba.
This is nearly 4 0 per cent of all who had ever lived in a town.
Among the "cross-section sample", the picture is much the same:
58 ( 2 9 % of the total) had lived in the capital. This is 4 0 per
cent of those who had ever lived in towns.

Reasons for Moving to Shashemene
The respondents were asked to give the reason why they had left
their birth-places and why they had come to Shashemene. The
replies are difficult to interpret. The reasons for a move may
be complex; the respondent may take some of the circumstances
surrounding his move for granted and only report a reason which
is quite incidental. Some of the circumstances surrounding the
move may be such that the respondent prefers them to be unknown, particularly to a stranger interviewer who may very well
be an agent of the government. For these and other reasons, the
stated reasons for coming to Shashemehe should be regarded with
a great deal of caution.
In the discussion below I shall first divide the migrants
into those who were indeed migrants in their own right and
those who migrated as a consequence of someone else's migration. I shall then report the different types of reasons for
coming to Shashemene as stated by the migrants.

Independent and dependent migrants
When looking at numbers of migrants in the aggregate it is easy
to imagine that all have embarked on their migration careers of
their own free will. However, this is not so. In order to un-

derstand why many migrants have not moved but "been moved", we
must take two factors into consideration.
The first is the social structure to which an individual
belongs, which links him to others and determines the nature of
his relationship to them. In some cultural contexts, for instance ,it is assumed that the movement of an adtilt man will
always imply the more or less simultaneous movement of his wife
and their children; in others, his wife and children are expected to stay behind, maybe for years to come.
The second factor is time. Tracing the migration of an
adult person one must not forget that some of his moves may
have been made when he was young and dependent on someone
else's decisions to move. In fact, many social relations that
one notes in cross-sectional material may be irrelevant to the
migration careers of the persons involved since they may be of
more recent date than their geographical moves. For instance,
one cannot assume that the migration careers of a (currently
CO-resident) husband and wife have been identical in a society
where divorce and re-marriage are common. The wife may have
been married before and have moved along with previous husbands
or on her own in intervals between husbands.
The respondents were not asked specifically if they had
made their move to Shashemene independently or as a consequence
of the migration of someone else. The ones who are classified
as "dependent" migrants are those who replied, when asked why
they had come, that they had gone along with someone else, or
were fetched or brought by someone. This procedure gives a conservative estimate of the proportion of "dependent" migrants.
The proportion of all classified as "independent" and
"dependent" respectively can be seen in Table 2.12.
Table 2.12
MIGRATION TO SHASHEMENE: INDEPENDENT AND DEPENDENT MOVES

...............................................................
Sample

Ind.

Type of move
Total

.

Dep

no.

z
.z
...............................................................

"Long-time
town dwellers"
"Cross-sect ion"

A

.z

57

43

100

162

62

38

100

201"

The type of move could not be determined for one respondent.

In Table 2.12 the migrants who had moved to Shashemene because of their relations with other individual migrants have
been singled out. One might say that their migration was pro-

moted by the residence rules, or other aspects, of the social
organization of the group to which they belonged. There are
also other types of organization that generate migration independent of individual volition. The government of the country,
for instance, generated considerable migration by transferring
its civil servants or military personnel to new postings. Some
private employers did the same. The figure for "dependent
moves" in Table 2 . 1 2 should therefore be seen as a minimum.
Different categories of people are likely to have made
their move to Shashemene as "independentl'and "dependent" migrants. However, we shall not discuss these differences at this
stage.

Reasons given for coming to Shashemene
There was a wide variety in the responses given to the question
"Why did you come to Shashemene?"
Some of the responses were difficult to comprehend. There
was a chance element apparent in many of the stories of how respondents came to Shashemene; "Quarrelled with his step-father,
ran away with the aid of a friend who worked on the bus to
Shashemene", "Got on a bus which passed through Shashemene on
the way to Wenji. Got off and stayed", "Passed the town on the
way to Addis Abeba. Being a fortune teller he thought he could
find customers here", "A brother with whom she lived was transferred to Bale. She stopped in Shashemene on the way", "Came to
Shashemene by chance while looking southwards for a job"
What they all have in common is an evaluation of the prospects
of Shashen~eneas a promising town once they got there, and a
consequent attempt to make a go of it.
I have classified the responses into three different categories, as follows:

...

A. Overtly economic reasons for coming to Shashemene.
1. Eao came looking for work.
2 . Ego came looking for work and had relatives in town.
3. Ego was given employment by or through a relative.
4. Informal employment somewhere else led to transfer
to Shashemene.
5. Contractual employment somewhere else led to transfer
to Shashemene.
6. Ego was given a land grant near Shashemene.
7. Ego inherited land (originally granted to a relative)
near Shashemene.
B. "Social reasons'' for migration.
1. Brought to town by relatives.
2. Ego was divorced.
3. Ego was married to someone in Shashemene.

4. Ego followed husband who went to Shashemene.
C. Other reasons for migration.
1. Passed Shashemene on the way to somewhere else
and stayed on.
2. Ego came to Shashemene for litigation and stayed on.
3. Ego came to Shashemene for health reasons and stayed
on.
4. Other reasons.
The above classification should be regarded as a classification of the respondents' statements, not of the actual reasons for migration. A chain of events and circumstances will
lead to a migratory move; any one of these factors may be used
as a reply to the survey question. The individual response
given by a specific respondent is probably largely determined
by convention. For example, a woman who is divorced has to find
a way of supporting herself economically. Maybe she has a relative in Shashemene and has heard from her that there are good
opportunities in petty trade and beer brewing there. So she
goes there to stay with her relative, works with her in beer
production for a while and then marries again. What will she
reply when asked for her reasons for coming to Shashemene, when
both she and the interviewer expect a short reply? Divorce,
looking for work, visiting relative, marriage
they all are
possible responses.
According to my way of looking at it, whatever the reasons
that originally made a migrant move to Shashemene, it is certain that the economic circumstances that he or she finds in
the town will determine whether the move will be temporary or
long-time. It is quite possible to come to Shashemene by accident but one does not stay on "by chance"; it is necessary for
everyone to find the means of economic survival, one way or another. An implication of this reasoning is that the economic
structure of the town will have determined the migration patterns of its long-term population to a considerable extent.

...

The Road from Shashernene
Before leaving this chapter dealing with the general character of migration to Shashemene, we shall look at the direction and size of migration flows from Shashemene. In the absence of migration records of any kind, I tried to get an idea
of the whereabouts of respondents who had left the town between
the CS0 survey 1965 and the re-study 1972, by asking people in
Shashemene who claimed that they knew those who had left the

town between 1965 and 1972 what their destination had been when
they left Shashemene. The information obtained is shown in
Table 2.13. Because of the great uncertainty of second-hand information of this kind it should be regarded as no more than a
possible indication of the migration flows from the town. The
uncertainty of the information also explains why I have not attempted to describe the reasons mentioned as to why some persons had left the town.
The information below refers to all persons from the 1965
survey, not only heads of household and wives.
In the re-study in 1972 I found that 248 (33%) of the original 755 household members covered in the CS0 survey had definitely left Shashemene. Some had left in household groups. Altogether 35 households including more than one person had left
Shashemene between 1965 and 1972. This represented 20 per cent
of all such households.
When looking at the people who had left the town, they can
first be divided into two groups: those who had left as individuals, leaving behind a household group or an individual with
whom they had been living, and those who left together with (or
at least at the same time as) other CO-resident persons.
Table 2.13
PEOPLE WHO HAD LEFT SHASHEMENE. DEPARTED INDIVIDUALLY OR IN
GROUP
Information in 1972 about respondents from 1965

...............................................................
no.

Z

107

43

141

57

248

100

...............................................................
Departed individually from
Shashemene
Departed with other household members

...............................................................

Total

...............................................................

Of the out-migrants in Table 2.13, information about destination after the departure from Shashemene was obtained for
236 individuals(95%). In Table 2.14a I have grouped the stated
destinations into the same four groups as when discussing the
last residence before Shashemene of present town dwellers. Destinations not mentioned before are brought into the appropriate
group.

Table 2.14
DESTINATIONS OF THOSE WHO DEPARTED FROM SHASHEMENE
BETWEEN 1965 AND 1972.

............................................................
a. Departed in household groups:
Type of destination

Households

Rural area
Urban destinations group 1:
Addis Abeba and immediate
vicinity: Addis Abeba, Akaki Beseka..
Urban destinations group 2:
Medium-sized urban centres in
the central southern region: Dila etc.
Urban destinations group 3:
Small urban places nearby:
Alaba Kolito, Kofele, Wendo Genet etc.
Urban destinations group 4:
Urban places at long distance
Total
Number of respondents

Persons

Z

%

16

14

16

22

18

19

39

39

11

6

100
38

100
138

............................................................

b. Departed individually:
Type of destination
Rural area
Urban destinations group 1:
Addis Abeba and immediate vicinity
Urban destinations group 2: Medium-sized
urban centres in the central southern region
Urban destinations group 3: Small urban
places nearby: Alaba Kolito, Kofele etc.
Urban destinations group 4:
Urban places at long distance from Shashemene

18
23
29
12
18

............................................................

Total
Number of respondents

100
98

...............................................................

Bearing in mind the uncertainty of the out-migration data,
we can draw some tentative conclusions about the nature of the
migration flows away from Shashemene during the period in question:
9: No single place or region dominated as recipient of migrants from Shashemene. As with migrants to Shashemene, Addis
Abeba was the largest single destination: 36 individuals (15%),

taking individual and households migrants together, had gone to
the capital. But 16 per cent of all had gone to nearby rural
areas, and 28 per cent to small urban places within 50 km of
Shashemene.
:k There was an exchange between a large number of rural and
urban areas and Shashemene. One might expect the flow not to
be balanced and Shashemene to be a net recipient of migrants in
relation to some places but not in relation to others. Unfortunately, the available data do not allow us to estimate the size
of the flows in different directions.
There was a difference in the type of destination between
migrants who have gone on their own and those who have moved in
household groups. The same proportions, approximately, had gone
to rural areas and the metropolitan area around Addis Abeba.
But household groups favoured nearby small urban places as
their destination to a larger extent than did individual migrants. The latter had moved to medium-sized towns instead,
both close to Shashemene and further away, to a greater extent
than household migrants.

Summary and Discussion
The most salient characteristics of the aggregate migration
patterns of Shashemene can be summarized as follows:
Approximately 90 per cent of adult men and women14 in
Shashemene in the period from the mid-1960s to the early 1970s
were migrants to the town.
Approximately 60 per cent of the adult migrants were born
in some rural area or other.
About 50 per cent of the migrants were born within 200 km
of Shashemene.
Although the majority of the adult migrants were born in
rural areas, 67 per cent had another town as their last place
of residence before coming to Shashemene.
Of the 33 per cent rural-urban migrants, two-thirds had
come from an area extending no more than 200 km from the town.
The inter-urban migrants came from about 60 different towns
(both samples). Addis Abeba was the most important single point
of departure for the migrants in both samples.
Together with Addis Abeba, another 13 towns accounted for
nearly 70 per cent of all urban-urban migration. The sending
towns could be divided into four groups. First, Addis Abeba,
the national capital, 250 km away from Shashemene. 22 per cent
l4 See note 9 at the end of the chapter.

of the migrants came from Addis Abeba.The second group consisted of towns of approximately the same size as Shashemene,
located in the same geographical region within 200 km from
Shashemene. About 30 per cent of the inter-urban migrants came
from these towns. The third group consisted of four very small
towns close to Shashemene. 12 per cent of the migrants came
from the small towns. The fourth group consisted of three important industrial towns 200 km or more away from Shashemene. 6
per cent came from these towns.
At the same time as Shashemene received large numbers of
migrants from other towns and the surrounding rural areas,
there was a stream of migration away from the town.
The migration away from Shashemene had to a large extent
the same destination as the last places of residence for migrants to Shashemene. This means that in many instances
Shashemene in fact had a migratory exchange with other towns.
Addis Abeba appeared to be the largest single recipient of migrants from Shashemene, just as the capital was the most important sender of migrants to Shashemene.
Looking at the ways people had arrived in Shashemene we see
that the emerging picture is quite unlike what I had expected
when choosing Shashemene as the site for a study of rural-urban
migration. Admittedly, most migrants were born in the countryside, but a minority had arrived in Shashemene from rural areas. Only about a third of both samples under study could be
regarded as rural-urban migrants to Shashemene. Accepting that,
I would have expected the two-thirds of inter-urban migrants to
have come to Shashemene mainly from smaller urban centres and
villages, practising the kind of step-wise migration that has
been described elsewhere. But no - instead we find Addis Abeba
being the single most important sender of migrants to
Shashemene, with a mere 12 per cent of the inter-urban migrants
coming from small towns close to the town.
Many of the migrants to Shashemene had had considerable urban experience before arriving there. Far from coming straight
from their birth-places to Shashemene we see that a great many
had lived in other urban areas previously.
Again, looking at the people who had left we do not find
the dominance of large towns that we might have expected, although Addis Abeba was in fact the single most important destination. Instead we see many out-migrants going to towns that,
at least in size, resemble Shashemene.
At this point, we do not have enough knowledge about
Shashemene and its inhabitants to speculate about the processes
that have shaped migration to the town. The rest of this book
shall be devoted to analyzing various conditions that account
for the mechanisms behind the migration field of Shashemene.

Notes to Chapter 2
1. Detailed migration histories were collected from heads of
household and wives only. The reasons for this were mainly
practical. Since my main interest lay in the mechanisms behind migration, the repetition of parental migration that is
represented by children was of minor importance. But in many
households there were adults other than heads of household
and wives. In the sample in 1973, for instance, 15 per cent
of the households included adult relatives, 11 per cent included friends or lodgers, and 8 per cent included servants
or other employees. The migration of these other adult
household members was of course of the same intrinsic interest as that of heads of household and wives. However, it
proved very difficult to collect migration histories from
several adult members of the same household. The individuals
themselves had to be interviewed in each particular instance, and this entailed many return visits to many households. I chose therefore to limit the migration interview to
two adults per household, hoping that I would catch more of
the existing variation in migration paths by including two
members from many households instead of all adult members
from a lesser number of households.
2. In the 1973 sample, 45 per cent of the wives and 60 per cent
of the female heads of household, above 30 years of age, had
been married more than once.
3. At times, women of some ethnic groups go home to their parents to bear children, or temporarily move to their parentsin-law. After the birth they return to their current home.
In such cases, the literal birth-place may have little social significance, compared to the place where the child actually spent his early childhood.
4 . A few of the stops before Shashemene were in actual fact rural places. This was unfortunately ignored during the coding
of the data. However, the rural places lived in between
leaving birth-place and arriving in Shashemene were so few
that they have no influence on the conclusions I make about
urban experience. "Time lived in other towns" would have
been a more adequate measure of urban experience. Since the
re-study of respondents from the 1965 survey showed them to
be unreliable as far as recall of periods of time was concerned, I have preferred to use number of places instead.
5. The interviewer, however, recorded the actual place name.
Most of the respondents were born in small towns and a few
in the capital.
6. Administratively, Ethiopia before 1974 was divided into
teklay gizat, awraja, wereda, and smaller divisions. In English language literature the administrative divisions are

most often rendered as province, awraja, and wereda. The
same practice is followed here.
7. This error was committed in the first CS0 report on
Ethiopian urbanization (CSO, 1972) and also in the study of
Akaki Beseka (Mullenbach, 1976).
8. Some of those who were inter-urban migrants to Shashemene
must have been rural-urban migrants at an earlier point in
their migration careers.
9. I shall use the characteristics of the migration of heads of
household and wives to approximate the characteristics of
the migration of all adults in Shashemene in the summary.

CENTRAL SOUTHERN REGION OF ETHIOPIA, TOWNS MENTIONED OUTSIDE
THE REGION AND THE NATIONAL NET OF MAIN HIGHWAYS

Chapter 3

Background

Urbanization in Ethiopia
In order to understand the migration processes that have shaped
the migration field of Shashemene, it is necessary to know
something about the history of urbanization in Ethiopia, generally, and the urban structure at the time of the Shashemene
study. The following account is based on the available literature on the subject. Since the authors are in basic agreement,
and frequently refer to one another, I shall simply mention the
relevant, works and given no further references in the text.
The most frequently quoted article on the structure of
small towns in Ethiopia in the period prior to the revolution
is that by Horvath (1968), based on his own survey of a number
of small towns in the vicinity of Addis Abeba. The article by
Kuls (1970), a geographer like Horvath, is more general and
deals primarily with the spatial distribution of functions in
Ethiopian towns. Articles by Pankhurst (1965), Horvath (1969),
Gamst (1970), and the dissertation by Akalou Wolde Mikael
(1967) all deal with the history of the urban system. Chapters
on the same subject can be found in the dissertations by Fecadu
Gedamu (1972) and Mullenbach (1976). An article by Shack (1974)
is devoted mainly to the question of ethnic stratification in
Addis Abeba. The best available general discussion of Ethiopian
towns can be found in Markakis (1974). Finally, the Central
Statistical Office published a cursory analysis of the 1965-7
urban data in 1972. A statistical presentation of the 1970 Urban Survey was published in 1977.

A brief review of the history of towns in Ethiopia
Ethiopia, in its present form, stems from an ancient state
which comprised only a small part of the northern highlands of
contemporary Ethiopia. The centre of ancient Ethiopia was Aksum
in present-day Tigray province. During the time of the Aksumite
civilization, a number of towns showing all the major components of pre-industrial cities developed. When Aksum was destroyed by invaders at the end of the ninth century AD, this
first system of towns in Ethiopia disappeared.

During the following centuries, the country came to include
the present provinces of Tigray, parts of Eritrea, Welo, Gonder
(in 1973 called Begemdir), Gojam and Shewa. This large area
never constituted a functioning single state, however. Until
the middle of the nineteenth century, shifting military fortunes enabled some rulers at some times to maintain a semblance
of political unity in the area; at other times local rulers
acted relatively independently of any central power. During
this time, few towns of any longer duration appeared. There was
no permanent capital1 until the founding of Addis Abeba in 1887
(the exact date is disputed).
The Ethiopian empire expanded to its present size at the
end of the last century, through the military activities of
Menelik 11. Eritrea officially became an Italian colony through
a treaty with Ethiopia in 1890 and remained so until 1952.
The population of historic Ethiopia had been largely of
Semitic origin, mainly Amhara and Tigray. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church was dominant to the extent that being an Amhara came
to be synonymous with being a christian2. Apart from Shewa,
which during the centuries after 1600 was penetrated by Oromo
groups with affiliation to Islam, the historic provinces were
each ethnically homogeneous, albeit with ethnic minorities of
various origins. With the territorial expansion of the country
just before 1900, a highly varied collection of peoples were
added to the Empire. They spoke non-Semitic languages; they
were either Muslims or had their own indigenous religions;
their social and political systems as well as their means of
subsistence were highly varied and all different from those of
the Semitic peoples.
Some of the conquered peoples accepted Amhara sovereignty
without military opposition and were allowed to remain on their
land with little interference from the new rulers as long as
they paid taxes and tribute to the Emperor and lesser imperial
officials. Others fought the invaders and suffered heavy casualties in enslaved and dead as well as having their land confiscated and colonized by northerners from the land-hungry
provinces of northern Ethiopia.
During the reign of Menelik I1 the foundations were laid
for the modern urban system of Ethiopia. I have already mentioned the foundation of Addis Abeba towards the end of the
1880s. Addis Abeba was centred around the Palace, and fulfilled
from the very beginning important political, administrative and
military functions. Later on, as handicraft specialists and

Except for an interlude of 120 years in Gonder, from 1636 to
1755.
Amhara respondents in Shashemene at times replied with their
religion when asked for their ethnic identity.

MENELIK'S MILITARY EXPEDITIONS FROM 1875 TO 1898
The black arrows mark the campaigns of Menelik 11 and the white
the entry of the Italians.
Source: Last, G. and R. Pankhurst, 1972:39

merchants were attracted to the Imperial Court, the capital
also acquired an economic role. Up to the present, Addis Abeba
has continued to dominate the urban system, making most other
Ethiopian towns seem like little more than overgrown villages.
During the Menelik era, the construction of the railroad
between Djibouti in (then) French Somaliland on the Red Sea
coast and Addis Abeba was begun. The railroad was completed in
1917, bringing the Ethiopian economy into firm contact with the
outside world. Along the railroad a number of small towns developed. During the 1960s, some of the railroad towns closest
to Addis Abeba became the basis for the very modest beginning
of Ethiopian industry.
In the northern historic provinces, remnants of older urban
settlements were given new administrative functions as Menelik
attempted to centralize the administration of the country in
order to deprive the local lords of the basis of their power.
In the new southern provinces, the administration practised
several strategies to keep the conquered peoples under control.
One was the settlement of soldiers from the northern provinces
on confiscated land. Another was the establishment of a series
of garrison towns. Some of these towns gradually acquired importance as trading posts when the riches of the south and west
were tapped for the benefit of the Imperial Court in Addis
Abeba. Originally, these riches consisted of traditional
African bounty - gold, ivory, spices, coffee and slaves
(slavery was not formally abolished in Ethiopia until 1924, and
the practice of slavery continued at least until the 1940s).
Later, coffee became by far the most important trading item.
The Italian occupation, 1935-41, had a considerable effect
on the towns of Ethiopia. Since the Italian military control
hardly reached beyond the roads, the towns became the only effective Italian territory and the occupying forces exerted considerable efforts to improve their function and organization.
The most important contribution made by the Italians to modern
Ethiopian urbanization was the establishment of an urban labour
market with monetary remuneration for services. Prior to the
Italian occupation, iand in the towns had been owned along the
same complex pattern as in the rural areas. The towns were in
principle divided into areas, owned and ruled by landowners,
who set up large households that included not only their own
families and their retinues, but also workers of all kinds
(including menial labourers and slaves). There was no labour
market. Instead, all urban labourers were attached to the ruling group through different kinds of patron-client relationships. The Italians changed all this. They confiscated the town
land, killed or arrested members of the ruling groups and abolished the previous system of service. "This was indeed a significant structural change which transformed the former type of
urbanism to that based on division of labour, specialization
and cash economy" (Fecadu, 1972:82). It also freed town land

for settlement by all and sundry, without personal links to individual landowners, and thus removed an important obstacle to
the growth of urban population.
During the Italian occupation some new towns were founded
and new functions were added to the existing towns. Many towns
again became garrison towns, but the new garrisons included
much more demanding soldiers who had to be housed, fed and entertained; this in itself broadened the economic base of the
towns. The possibility of settlement on free urban land attracted non-agricultural specialists from the rural areas to
the new town opportunities. The Italians moved existing periodic markets from their traditional rural locations to the
towns, thus providing the towns with new functions in retail as
well as bulk trade and bringing further clientele to the town
artisans.
The post-Italian period began with a sharp decline in urban
activity. The disorder following liberation, shortages of capital and technical skills, the return of town land to its original owners, and the eviction of the new residents, all contributed to the decline. In the vivid imagery of Ronald Horvath, "For a variety of reasons, men went back to farming, harlots took husbands, and urban decline occurred"(Horvath,
1968:46). Despite the restoration of the ruling group of Amhara
and Tigray landlords, the urban labour market survived, however, although certainly affected by the renewed importance of
patron-client relations.
The period of urban decline lasted until the 1950s. When
the towns finally began to expand, it was for a a number of
different reasons. One was the ambition of the Haile Selassie
administration to achieve a higher degree of government centralization. Another was the expansion of trade and transport,
after the establishment of the Imperial Highway Authority and
the international financing of its road building operations.
Small commercial towns with their main functions in trade and
transport rather than in administratibn and security thus finally appeared. At the same time, an industrial zone encompassing Addis Abeba and the railroad towns of Debre Zeyit, Akaki
Beseka, Mojo and Nazret began to develop.

Characteristics of the urban system in the 1970s
During the short history of urban statistics in Ethiopia, different definitions of "town" have been used by the Central Statistical Office. In the first round of their urban surveys,
1964-8, 195 towns were covered. They were chosen mainly on administrative criteria, and a large number of very small places
came to be included. During the second round of surveys, a different definition was used,

A TOWN is an area in which 1. the buildings and houses
are contiguously aligned, i.e. side by side in rows;
and there are 2. at least one public bar in which alcoholic beverages are sold; 3. at least one hotel, i.e. a
house in which a stranger can pay for a bed for a
night; 4. at least one permanent shop selling different
kinds of goods; and 5. at least one weekly market in
the town.
all five of the above conditions have to be true to
call a group of buildings a TOWN"
(CSO, 1968: 11).

...

The above definition corresponds closely to what may be
seen as an Ethiopian folk-concept of "urbanness". It has little
in common with any international definition, however.
Markakis divides the Ethiopian towns, as defined by the
CSO, into two broad categories, namely, those exceeding 5,000
in population and those with less than 5,000 inhabitants. The
towns in the first category he considers as having an "urban"
character3 with at least the beginning of an economy not directly based on agriculture, good communications with the capital in the form of all-weather roads and often airfields, and
an array of government activities, such as schools above primary level, field stations for various state institutions and a
flourishing commercial life (Markakis, 1974:164). However,
apart from small-scale manufacturing of the "cottage" type,
only a few of these towns have any industrial basis and these
are primarily the towns along parts of the Addis Abeba-Djibouti
railroad.
When talking about the second category of towns, Markakis
describes them as "points of rural concentration without any
urban qualifications",
Economic stagnation is the common characteristic of the
second group of towns...Their economy is an appendage
of the rural economy and suffers directly from the
stagnation
that afflicts the latter. In a real sense
the emergence of what actually are unprepossessing villages is not the result of economic development but of
the poverty of rural Ethiopia. The main occupation of
these "towns" is farming and petty trade in agricultural produce
(Markakis, op.cit.:165).
In 1972, when the results from the two first rounds of urban surveys made it possible to define towns in terms of population size, the Central Statistical Office decided that a town
should be defined as a locality with 2,000 or more inhabitants
In the European and North American sense.

(CSO, 1975:ii). Of 91 towns surveyed in the second round, 75
met the size criterion.
Table 3.1
URBAN POPULATION IN ETHIOPIA IN 1970

...............................................................
Size of towns

No
towns

Urban
pop.$:

% of
urban pop.

% of all
population

...............................................................

*in thousands
Source: CSO, Results of urban survey second round, Statistical
Bulletin no 12, 1975. Data from Addis Abeba and Asmera are estimates from 1967 and 1968, respectively.
In 1970, 7 per cent of the Ethiopian population was estimated to live in urban areas, following the official Ethiopian
definition of towns. Using one accepted international criterion
for "urban areas'' of 20,000 inhabitants or more, only 5 per
cent of the population was urbanized4.
The urban proportion in Ethiopia was low by African standards also. In 1967, the proportion of the population in the
whole of Africa living in urban areas with more than 20,000 inhabitants was about 16 per cent (Hance, 1970:222). There were,
however, considerable regional variations. In east Africa, including Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, the degree of urbanization
was on the same level as that of Ethiopia, 9 per cent, 5.5 per
cent and 6 per cent respectively. In central Africa, with Zambia, Mozambique and Zimbabwe (then ~hodesia), the degrees were
21 per cent, 21 per cent and 17 per cent, respectively
(Ibid.:223). Since most of the other east and central African
countries had recently become independent, or were still European colonies, the varying rates reflect policies implemented
during the colonial era. In the east African settler colonies,
African residence in towns was actively restricted, while the
central African towns and mining centres were dependent on
African townsmen for their labour.
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.

The rate of urbanization for Ethiopia was estimated to be
6.6 per cent in the early 1970s (CSO, 1970:13), which is the
average annual growth rate for all towns above 2,000 inhabitants taken together.
The few large cities, particularly Addis Abeba and Asmera,
accounted for a high proportion of the urban population, which
in itself would lead to a regional imbalance in urban population generally. Even if the cities are disregarded, the remaining towns were unevenly distributed over the country, and the
proportion of urban population varied from 1 per cent to 8 per
cent (19 per cent if Addis Abeba is included).
Table 3.2
URBAN POPULATION IN TOWNS WITH MORE THAN 5,000 INHABITANTS BY
PROVINCE IN ETHIOPIA, EXCEPT ERITREA, IN 1970

...............................................................
Province

No.
of towns

Urban pop.
in numbers

as %
of total

...............................................................

Arussi
Bale
Begemdir
Gamo Gofa
Gojam
Harerge
Ilubabor
Kefa
Shewa, excl. A.A.
D:o, incl. A.A.
Sidamo
Tigray
Welega
We10

1
1
1

l
4
3
2
3
10
11
7
7
3
4

17,204
11,018
35,347
5,884
61,082
115,531
13,658
60,272
164,362
960,262
175,332
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Bulletin 10, Table 1, 1974; CSO, Results of urban survey second
round, Statistical Bulletin no 12, part 1, table 1, 1975.
Despite their very different history and origin, there were
few consistent differences between the towns of the northern
historic provinces and the towns of the southern and western
parts of Ethiopia at the time of the Shashemene study. There
was one important difference, however, namely the degree of
ethnic homogeneity. In the northern provinces, the urban population was homogeneous and made up of the same ethnic group as
the surrounding countryside. In the southern provinces, the
ethnic composition of the towns was much more heterogeneous,

but always with a strong representation of Amhara and often a
smaller group of people from TigrayIEritrea as well.

Regional Background
Shashemene is situated in the centre of southern Ethiopia, in
the Rift Valley, at an elevation of about 2,000m. The distance
from Addis Abeba is 250 km. Administratively, the town lies in
the province of Shewa, near its southern border, where Shewa
meets the provinces of Sidamo, Bale and southern ~ r u s s i ~To
.
reach the province of Gamo Gofa by land, one has to pass
through Shashemene.
The population of the central region of southern Ethiopia
is characterized by ethnic6 complexity. This was reflected in
the ethnic composition of Shashemene at the beginning of the
1970s. In the sample surveys made in the town in 1970 and 1973,
10 different ethnic groups were represented. Of these, four
made up about 15 per cent or more of the population.
People belonging to the same ethnic category share parts
of, or an entire, cultural repertoire and speak mutually intelligible languages. Some ethnic categories contain many million
people, living in almost all parts of Ethiopia. Persons of such
categories may share little more than language with urban coethnics from regions other than their own. But in a given town,
people of an ethnic category are likely also to belong to the
same ethnic group in a narrower sense, and therefore to have
kinship, lineage or clan links in addition to their cultural
and linguistic affinity. People of the same ethnic group in the
same town are likely to have their rural origin in the same region and to share the same migration pattern. J.C. Caldwell has
pointed out the supreme importance of geographical origin in
the formation of individual migration careers (Caldwell,
1969:212). Even though he does not make the connection between
ethnic identity and region, it is clear that on a continent
where the geographical map is imposed on a social "map" made up
of a criss-cross of peoples with different social structures,
economic systems and history in relation to the state, geographical origin per se may not be very illuminating in the
analysis of migration patterns; the important thing is to know
the ethnic (and therefore geographical) origin of the migrants
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.
The terms ethnic, ethnic group, etc. are further discussed in
chapter 5.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF DOMINANT LANGUAGES OR LANGUAGE
GROUPS IN ETHIOPIA

and the economic, social and political peculiarities of the
ethnic groups in question.

Ethnic map of the central region of Southern Ethiopia
The four largest ethnic categories in Shashemene at the
time of the surveys mentioned were Amhara, Oromo, Gurage and
welayita7. Of these, all except the Amhara were brought into
the Ethiopian state at the end of the nineteenth century when
Emperor Menelik 11, first as king of Shewa (1865-89) and later
as Emperor of Ethiopia (1889-1913), expanded the Ethiopian Empire to nearly twice its original area in a series of military
expeditions against the peoples occupying the areas to the
west, south and east of historic Ethiopia. Numerous other ethnic groups were also subjugated and brought into Ethiopia. Here
I shall describe only the history of the four major ethnic
groups represented in Shashemene.

The Amhara
The Amhara have their rural homelands in northern Ethiopia,
from northern Shewa and up to the province of Tigray, which is
populated mainly by Tigray people. Both Amhara and Tigray people speak languages of Semitic origin which have their own indigenous script. They are Christians of long standing, through
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Historic Ethiopia mainly included the homelands of the Amhara and the Tigray, and political dominance shifted between the two groups. Emperor Yohannes
IV, who preceded Menelik 11, came from the Tigray people; during the reign of Menelik and later Haile Selassie I the Amhara
dominated the political structure of the state. Conquest of
what is now southern Ethiopia was largely an Amhara enterprise.
Amharic was also the national language under Haile Selassie.
The Amhara and Tigray together form one of the largest ethnic
blocks in the country; Ullendorff suggests that they make up 40
per cent of the population (Ullendorf f, 1973: 31)~.
Traditional Amhara society was highly stratified. In political organization it resembled the feudal societies of medieval
~ u r o ~ eThe
~ .nineteenth century Ethiopian rulers had both secular and religious contacts with the Mediterranean area and Europe. For our purposes, it is important to note that the
Ethiopian rulers were able to obtain fire-arms for their
armies. From the 1870s on, Menelik was able to maintain a
fairly regular supply of arms from Europe (Marcus, 1975:44). By
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.
See note 5 at the end of the chapter.

the turn of the century, at the end of the conquest of the
southern regions, Ethiopian military capacity was considerable.
This was demonstrated to the European powers, who at the time
were founding their own African empires, when an AmharafTigray
army defeated invading Italian troops in 1896 at Adwa, a small
town in what later became Tigray province. The Battle of Adwa
marked the end of European ambitions to colonize Ethiopia.
For the Amhara, one consequence of the Ethiopian conquest
of the southern region was that many individuals were able to
move into the conquered territories. As we shall see, all land
in the southern territories was confiscated by the State. Some
of the confiscated land was given as a reward to members of the
Amhara troops, from simple soldiers up through the military
hierarchy. Many of these new landowners took up residence in
the south - a few to cultivate the land themselves but most to
watch over the tenants who cultivated it for them. In this way,
the southern territories received a sprinkling of Amhara inhabitants who, because of their roles as landowners and representatives of the State, came to have a disproportionate economic
and political influence in the region.
Other Amhara moved south to man the garrison towns established to secure the conquest and to bolster the position of
the Amhara landowners. The civil administration of the new
provinces from the governors down was inevitably also in the
hands of northerners. In the case of indigenous groups who had
not resisted the northern invasion but come to terms with the
invaders, local leaders were allowed to enter the administrative hierarchy at the lowest level as representatives of the
Amhara rulers.
One consequence of the Ethiopian conquest of the south was
thus the initiation of a movement of population from the north
to the south on a much larger scale than the commercial and
military expeditions of earlier times. As we shall see in later
chapters, this very first movement of Amhara settlers and soldiers could still be traced among the inhabitants of Shashemene
in the 1970s.

The Oromo
The rural area immediately around Shashemene and the region to
the east of the town, including the province of Arussi, a large
part of Bale province and parts of Shewa, is populated by people called Arsi, belonging to the Oromo group and numbering
about 2 million (Braukamper 1980:428). The Oromo as a whole
form the largest single ethnic category in Ethiopia, making up
maybe 40 per cent of the population (Ullendorff, op.cit.:35) or
morelO. They can be found in practically all of central and
southern Ethiopia and further south down to the Tana River in
10 See note 6 at the end of the chapter.

Kenya. But their concentration varies - in parts they live dispersed among people of other ethnic categories, as for instance
in northern Shewa, and in other parts they are completely dominant. The Oromo are subdivided into about 200 groups (Ibid.:39)
speaking dialectical variants of the language and showing
significant variation in economic and social organization and
position in the political hierarchy of the Ethiopian State.
The Arsi were originally a pastoral people living off herds
of cattle and flocks of sheep and practising transhumance between grazing areas on different altitudes in what was Arussi
province and parts of southern Shewa (including the area around
Shashemene). They were defeated by the Amhara invaders in 1890
(Cohen, 1973:100). When the conquest of ~rsilandllwas completed,
The military administrators of Menelik began to consolidate their power by settling their officers and soldiers on the land, turning the former clan owners into
tenants of those officers, building strategic towns and
administrative centers from which to govern the territory and developing the area along the particular lines
followed by Ethiopian feudalism.
(Cohen, op.cit.:102).
As a long-term consequence of the Amhara conquest, the Arsi
economy was transformed from pastoralism to a crude type of
maize and sorghum farming, accompanied by a decline in the subsistence level of the population and a disintegration of their
traditional political organization(Knutsson, 1969:89).
Since the Arsi were pastoralists, their land had not previously been cultivated, and was sparsely populated. Conditions
for farming were good, however, in many areas like Chilalo and
the region around Shashemene. As a consequence, there was soon
considerable in-migration to Arsiland by farmers from the
north, both Amhara and Oromo from sub-groups other than the
Arsi. Cohen writes about a displaced Oromo group living on the
site of the intended new capital of Addis Abeba, which was
granted land in Chilalo by Menelik and which continued to claim
land in Chilalo until the 1940s (Cohen, op.cit.:107, also
Braukamper, op.cit.306).

The Gurage
The area to the north-east of Shashemene is the homeland of the
Gurage. The Gurage speak a language which, like those of the
Amhara and the Tigray, is of Semitic origin. It has been suggested that the Gurage people may be an amalgamation between
l1 I use the expressions "Arsiland", "Gurageland", etc. to denote geographical areas inhabited by a specific ethnic group.

the original (Sidama) inhabitants and north Ethiopian military
colonies established in the area in the Middle Ages
(Ullendorf f, op. cit :36). The Gurage are relatively few; Shack,
in 1966, gave an estimate of 350,000 Gurage speakers, scattered
among 14 dialect speaking sub-groups (Shack, 1966:34)12. The
exact figure may be incorrect - but the estimate does give an
idea of the comparative sizes of the ethnic groups when we compare it to the estimated 10 million Oromo, for instance.
Gurageland stretches north to the centre of Shewa, where
the Gurage meet Shewa Oromo, and in the west it extends to Lake
Zway and borders on land traditionally occupied by the Arsi. To
the south it extends to the immediate vicinity of Shashemene
and east to the Bilate River, where the Gurage meet several
Sidama people (Shack, 1974:97).
The basis of the Gurage economy is the intense cultivation
of the ensete plant, Ensete Edulis, commonly referred to as
"false banana". The cultivation of ensete is not specific to
the Gurage; many of the peoples to the west and south of the
Gurage also have ensete as their main, or only, crop.
The cultivation of ensete is a form of horticulture, using
hoe and digging-stick as the main agricultural implements13. It
has a seasonal rhythm and division of labour between the sexes
that is quite distinct from the plough cultivation of grain
predominant among the Amhara, the northern Oromo and many other
groups in north, west and central Ethiopia. The cultivation of
ensete allows for a much denser population, both because the
area required for household production is relatively smaller
than that necessary to meet the household needs of pastoralists
and grain farmers, and because ensete is a more reliable crop
than grain. Ensete cultivation has important implications for
migration; the agricultural season and the sexual division of
labour are such that it is possible for men to be absent during
periods of the year when there is a demand for their labour in
other sectors of the Ethiopian economy.
The different Gurage groups reacted in different ways to
the Amhara military campaigns. Some achieved diplomatic solutions with the Amhara and agreed to pay tribute to the
Ethiopian State. Others resisted and inflicted several defeats
on the Amhara before they were subjugated. The campaigns
against the Gurage continued from 1875 to 1889 when all of
Gurageland was brought under Amhara control.
Of the people belonging to the Gurage groups which resisted, many were sold into slavery and all were reduced to becoming tenants on their own land under serf-like conditions
(Shack, op.cit.:18). Since the main crop of the Gurage was ensete they were not able to pay taxes to the state and tribute

.

l2 Galperin estimates 600,000 Gurage in 1975(op.cit. :52).
l3 Smeds (1955, 1961) and Shack (1966:50pp) give detailed accounts of the cultivation and preparation of ensete.

to the local land-owners in kind. Fecadu argues that this was
because they could not spare agricultural produce (Fecadu,
1972:119). It could also be that their produce was not acceptable to the Amhara since the grain-cultivating northerners considered ensete "roots of trees'' and unfit for human consumption
(Shack, 1966:35). Instead of paying in kind, the Gurage had to
pay in service and they used this option to pay, first in
labour, and later in military service (Fecadu, op.cit.).
From 1929, taxes could be paid in money. This reform provided the impetus for Gurage labour migration on a new scale14.
The need for cash, the special properties of ensete cultivation
and the Gurage social structure have combined to make labour
migration to urban areas a common enterprise. But for many the
movement to the town has not been permanent. A pattern similar
to the "circular labour migration " of the ex-colonies of Central ~ f r i c a lis
~ common. The Gurage migrants have retained
their links with the rural homeland and invested their earnings
in cattle and land at home, as well as using them to meet their
fiscal and social obligations (Shack, op.cit.:82). In addition,
Gurage voluntary associations with their base in both rural and
urban areas have successfully worked to improve the rural inf rastructure16.

The Welayita
The welayita17 occupy an area to the south of the Gurage. Like
the Gurage, their traditional subsistence economy was based on
the cultivation of ensete although ensete did not dominate to
the same extent as among some Gurage groups. Prior to Amhara
conquest, the Welayita were politically organized in a monarchy, known in the literature as far back as the fifteenth century (Markakis, 1974:58). In 1970, the Welayita numbered approximately 650,00018.
An army from the north conquered the Welayita kingdom at
the end of 1894. Prouty Rosenfeld writes succinctly,
1894, December 11-15
Walamo are slaughtered by the thousands, many captives
are brought to Addis Abeba; captured cattle are divided
among the soldiers, although some were returned to the
Walamo; others were abandoned to avoid contagion of
rinderpest.
1895, January

...

l4 See note 7 at the end of the chapter.
l5 See for instance Mitchell, 1961.
l6 Fecadu (1972) describes a rural road building project which
was initiated among urban-based Gurage.
l7 In towns outside their own area known as "Wollamo".
l8 See note 8 at the end of the chapter.

Menelik goes on an elephant hunt on return to Addis
Abeba from the Walamo campaign.
18,
Menelik enters capital with about 18,000 Walamo
slaves. Tona /King of Welayital submits at a ceremony
and is returned to Walamo as governor.
(Prouty Rosenfeld, 1966:167;169)

...

Brauk;imper gives 20,000 as the maximum figure of Welayita
killed and captured (op.cit.:292). After the defeat, the Welayita suffered from merciless looting by the Amhara soldiers.
According to Braukamper, the number enslaved and taken to the
north cannot be estimated. There are, however, indications that
large numbers were indeed brought to the capital. At the beginning of the present century, the Welayita were the fourth
largest ethnic group in Addis Abeba. Out of a population of approximately 65,000, 5,000 were Welayita (Ibid., after
Pankhurst, 1965:71 and Merab, 1921).
Despite the brutality of the campaign, the Welayita were
given relatively beneficial treatment following the conquest.
Their king was returned as governor of his previous kingdom,
and the administrative division of the area was arranged so
that the borders of the old Welayita kingdom coincided with the
new Wollamo awraja (Braukamper, op.cit.:239). Authors writing
about the Welayita make no mention of their migration patterns
after the occupation. It is likely, however, that the massive
deportation of people to Addis Abeba opened up a channel of
gration towards the north.

The central region of southern Ehtiopia after the Amhara
conquest
The people living in southern Ethiopia were struck by two disasters during the last two decades of the nineteenth century.
Throughout the period, Amhara armies undertook military campaigns against the various groups of the region, eventually
subjugating the entire population. At the same time, between
1887 and 1893, both herds and people were struck by epidemic
disease. Rinderpest reduced the cattle population substantially
and a combination of starvation, small-pox and cholera did the
same for the human population. The latter disaster was part of
an onslaught of animal and human disease that struck a large
part of eastern Africa at this time. It is not possible to know
how many people died; Braukamper quotes estimates of up to
three quarters of the human population in some areas
(Braukamper, op.cit.). The pastoral groups were hardest hit
since only a fraction of the cattle of the region survived.

The epidemics and the ensuing famine affected the outcome
of the Amhara military campaigns in the south19. But the effect
lasted beyond the conquest itself. The much reduced and weakened southern people were easier to control during the Amhara
occupation that followed, and the depopulated areas presented
possibilities for further northern colonization in the future.
The Amhara conquest of the southern regions had profound
and lasting effects on the subjugated populations. In the following sections I shall discuss some of the effects that are
relevant to a discussion of the migration patterns of
Shashemene.

The gebar system of southern Ethiopia
One immediate effect of the Amhara conquest was that the people's relation to the land changed drastically. In accordance
with the practice in most of pre-colonial Africa, land in the
pre-conquest south was not owned by individuals, but the right
to use land was ordered according to the political and economic
systems of the different ethnic groups.
After the conquest, all land was confiscated by the
Ethiopian State and henceforth regarded as Crown landz0. The
production of the land was then used to support the upkeep of
the military, the administration, the Court and the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church. This was achieved by a complex system whereby
the right to use the land or to tax the production of those who
were already farming it was granted to individuals or institutions under varying conditions and for varying lengths of time.
The details of the land distribution need not concern us
herezl
Since land in most of the conquered areas was not measured
until the 1920s, the area awarded to the various categories of
military and administrative personnel was translated to mean
"the production of a certain number of gebar". The Amharic term
gebar had been used in the Amhara regions of the north to denote "someone obliged to pay tribute". In the southern regions,
the term changed its meaning and came to mean "tenant" - but a
tenant with a load of obligations far beyond having to pay rent
for the use of another's land. Markakis lists the obligations
that a gebar had to his landlord as follows:

.

Primarily, the gabbar had to surrender a portion of the
produce of the land to the landholder as tribute; the
amount varied, being usually between a quarter... and a
but it could be more or less. In addition,
third
the gabbar paid a tenth of the total for the tithe in-

...,

l9 See note 9 at the end of the chapter.
20 See note 10 at the end of the chapter.

21 See note 1 1 at the end of the chapter.

troduced by Menelik in 1893. Depending on the nature of
the grant, the grantee turned the tithe he collected
over to the state, or retained all or part of it for
his services. The gabbar was also required to provide
the landholder with necessities such as honey, meat,
firewood, dried grass and sundry other items. In addition, labour service was required of him for a variety
of purposes. The gabbar had to grind the landholder's
share of grain, transport it to his residence in town,
build his house, maintain his fences, care for his animals, and act as his porter, messenger and escort. Nor
was the gabbar in a position to refuse any request of
the landholder. Moreover, thegabbar was obliged to
present gifts to the landholder on religious holidays
and whenever the latter was promoted, married, had a
son, went to perform military service or returned from
it.
(Markakis, op.cit.:114)
Grantees of different rank were awarded different numbers
of gebar families. Common soldiers received the services of two
to ten gebar households; middle-ranking officers could receive
the produce and services of fifteen to twenty households
(Braukamper, op.cit.:307). Since soldiers received no pay but
were expected to live off the land during military campaigns
and from the work of their gebar at other times, the gebar belonging to the low-ranking soldiers suffered more from the onus
of their "tenancy" than those belonging to the high-ranking officials or to the State. The gebar assigned to the common soldiers had to perform the same tasks as the others but with
fewer hands (Ibid.).
In addition to the material exploitation that the gebar
suffered under their northern landlords, they were subject to
the Amhara contempt for all non-AmharaITigray peopl.e22.

The foundation of an urban system in southern Ethiopia
The conquest and the introduction of the gebar system caused
deep and bitter resentment among the subjugated groups in
southern Ethiopia. The Amhara rulers had to design a system of
control and security to safeguard their gains and to ensure the
continuing safety of northerners going to live in the new
Ethiopian provinces.
The gebar system itself served as one such control mechanism.The military personnel who were granted land (in Amharic
called neft'enya, after neft' meaning gun) were armed and had a
definite self-interest in keeping "their" gebar under control.

22 See note 12 at the end of the chapter.

The neft'enya had, or took, extensive judicial rights over the
gebar
But the gebar system was not enough. In addition, a number
of garrison towns were founded in the southern provinces, as
mentioned above. The sites of the towns were chosen for strategic reasons, often in the altitude range between 2,200 and
3,000 m, where conditions most resembled those of the Amhara
homelands.
Prior to the Amhara conquest there had been no .towns in the
central region of the southern provinces. From the outset the
new towns had the character of Amhara colonial outposts. Their
originally military character gradually gave way to administration and commerce - but commerce was at first oriented solely
towards the upkeep of the military and administrative personnel
living in the towns. As time went by, the towns came to be focal points in the increased trading activity that developed in
the wake of the Amhara conquest. Amhara domination meant that
previously frequent inter-ethnic strife ceased and that trade
became possible on a much larger scale than before.
The towns were also points of orientation for northern
colonists in the conquered southern lands. The colonists could
buy land expropriated by the State. At times land grants were
made freely to northern colonists, provided they paid the various land taxes, otherwise paid by produce from the gebar.
The southern towns were of modest appearance. They consisted of small groups of one-storey buildings, clustered
around the market place or, if the town had important administrative functions, around the governor's residence, or along
the main road. Most buildings were square, simple constructions
made from a mixture of fermented mud, manure and water23 spread
over a structure of pliable wooden material. A military camp
and police station, a market place, some eating and drinking
houses, somewhere for travellers to spend the night, and administrative offices of varying importance formed the essence of
"urbanness" in the beginning and for a long time afterwards.
The inhabitants of the towns were primarily military, police and administrative personnel, their families and servants.
Most were Amhara, but there were also Shewa-Oromo and people
from Tigray. Their servants usually came from the local ethnic
groups. Many of the neft'enya chose to live in the towns rather
than on their land, for reasons of comfort and safety. The
northern colonists with land near a town also often preferred
to live there.
For a long time after the foundation of the southern towns,
trade was in the hands of Muslim merchants, many of whom were
from Yemen. The northern people did not engage in trade, and

.

23 This particular building material is called chik'a in

the Muslim traders had a long tradition of commerce in the traditional Ethiopian State.
The southern towns remained small long after their inception. With few links with their surroundings, they continued to
be characterized by their administrative and internal security
functions.

The two decades prior to the Ethiopian revolution in 1974
The gebar system and the function of the southern towns remained essentially the same from the turn of the century until
the 1950s. The Italian occupation between 1935 and 1941 presented a temporary relief for the indigenous groups of the
southern provinces and likewise a temporary boon for the towns.
The confusion following the Italian defeat and the return of
the previous landholders, however, re-established the earlier
situation.
During the last twenty years prior to the Revolution in
1974, important changes in the economic and urban systems of
the southern provinces took place. The last ten years in particular brought changes at an accelerating pace.

Transport
Already during the Menelik era, road construction was begun,
and the extension of the road system continued in the early
days of the reign of Haile Selassie I. Up to the Italian invasion in 1935, 4,200 km of roads suitable for wheeled traffic
had been constructed (Pankhurst, 1968:293). The high-way from
Addis Abeba through the Rift Valley reached Shashemene some
time between 1930 and 1932. However, the Italian occupation
brought a tremendous increase in road building. During the five
years of occupation, the Italians built more than 6,400 km of
roads and tracks, most over extremely difficult terrain in the
northern provinces (Assefa and Eshetu, 1969:91).
After the end of the occupation in 1941, ten years went by
when the road system was allowed to deteriorate. But from 1951
on, the Ethiopian Government received international loans to
construct a modern highway system. The first and second Highway
Programmes sought to restore the Italian road system and to
construct further all-weather roads along the main routes from
Addis Abeba to the west, north and east. From the period of the
third programme, more attention was given to provincial roads
in the central south; almost 60 per cent of the 557 km allweather roads to be constructed in the provinces directly or
indirectly involved Shashemene (Ibid.:92).
In the period 1951-67, the length of all-weather highway
was increased by 66 per cent. The importance of the improved

transport system for the growth of the road-side towns was very
significant. Travelling time and freight costs were greatly reduced, and the increase in traffic brought important business
of many kinds to the small towns. For instance, the travelling
time between Addis Abeba and Dila, in Sidamo province a further
110 km south of Shashemene, was reduced from three weeks in
1953 to ten hours in 1965, and the freight cost was decreased
by almost 80 per cent (Ibid.:93). The importance of the allweather roads was such that, by 1968, Horvath reported that no
significant towns could be found away from the all-weather
roads (Horvath, 1968:47).
Despite the attention given to road construction, in 1968
more than 45 per cent of the Ethiopian population still lived
more than 16 km away from an all-weather highway (Assefa and
Eshetu, op.cit.:93). Road construction was, of course, continued. By 1973, expectations in Shashemene ran high in anticipation of the commercial effects of the soon-to-be-completed allweather hi hway to Nairobi, through Shashemene, Negele-Borana
and Moyale54

.

The introduction of modern agriculture
The Ethiopian economy was still a basically traditional rural
economy at the beginning of the 1970s. In 1970/71, 55 per cent
of the Gross Domestic Product at factor cost originated in
agriculture, compared to an insignificant 5 per cent contributed by manufacturing ( 0 , Statistical Abstract 1972:120)
The following brief description of the characteristics of Ethiopian agriculture was published in 1969,
Farming is still conducted on traditional lines with
oxen and wooden plough and hoe still in prevalent use reminders of the composite Semitic culture and the more
indigenous hoe culture. The average size of a farm is
less than three hectares per person. The non-land capital
is estimated
to b e - not
more
than
Eth.$
125~~.Furthermore,most of the farmers are tied to the
soil as tenants, reflecting an almost all-pervasive
agrarian problem which has enormous impact on the socio-economic and political fabric. Certain reports indicate that as much as 80 per cent of the land is cultivated by tenant farmers, with 20 to 75 per cent of
the farm's gross production going to the landlord.
(Assefa and Eshetu, op.cit.:28p)
Despite the paramount importance of peasant agriculture in
the national economy, the pre-revolutionary government paid
24 The road was to be completed in 1975.
25 Approximately 60 US$. (Comment added).

little attention to traditional agriculture in its three fiveyear plans. The first plan was concerned mainly with the improvement of the physical infrastructure. The second, running
from 1963 to 1967, acknowledged the importance of the traditional sector of the economy, and then went on to allocate no
monetary investment at all for the improvement of peasant agriculture, 15 per cent of total investment to various surveys,
irrigation schemes and large-scale farms, and 25 per cent of
total investment to industry (Imperial Ethiopian Government,
1962). The third plan, 1968-1973, was even more concentrated on
the promotion of large-scale commercial agriculture. Agriculture as a whole was still given low priority in relation to infrastructure and industry (only 10 per cent of total investment), and the majority of agricultural expenditure was directed towards the promotion of commercial farming (Cohen,
op.cit.:186).
The course of events in agricultural development reflected
the priorities of the Government. Within peasant agriculture,
conditions remained the same or deteriorated further. However,
in certain contexts modern agricultural techniques became commonly used, with far-reaching consequences for the population
in the affected areas.
Modern agricultural techniques made inroads in three different agricultural spheres. The first was in the realm of
large-scale cultivation of crops eventually intended for export. Here, a beginning had already been made in 1954 when a
Dutch firm with colonial experience in Indonesia set up a sugar
cane plantation and processing factory in the upper Awash Valley. To make room for the plantation, the Government evicted an
Oromo pastoralist group from its land, which was then handed
over to the sugar company at a nominal rent (Markakis and Nega,
op.cit.:56). The Oromo group disintegrated and virtually disappeared. After the unqualified commercial success of the sugar
company the Government set up the Awash Valley Authority to
promote large scale agriculture in the valley. The AVA was successful; Markakis and Nega Ayale claimed that by 1973 roughly
one-third of the total irrigable land in the Awash Valley had
been put under cultivation. The pastoral Afar, who had vacated
the land, were extremely hard hit in the 1973 drought when they
were excluded from access to pasture on what had then become
company land.
A second channel for the introduction of new modes of agricultural production was via the combined efforts of the Government and foreign aid donors to induce already active cultivators to adopt new techniques. One such effort was the Chilalo
Agricultural Development Unit (CADU) established in Chilalo
Awraja in Arussi in 1967. Through simultaneous activities on
many different fronts - such as financing, marketing, adult education, cooperation, use of fertilizer and improved seed agricultural production was planned to increase and this in

turn was to lead to an improved standard of living (Cohen,
op.cit.:378p). CADU aimed to include small owner-cultivators as
well as tenants in the scheme. However, when its activities did
succeed in improving agricultural techniques and production,
one consequence was that hitherto passive landowners decided to
evict their gebar and engage in agricultural production themselves (that is, through mechanization and hired agricultural
workers). When talking to some landowners in Asela in 1973, I
was told that the main attraction of modern agriculture to them
was the possibility of farming without gebar. If the gebar system meant excessive exploitation for the gebar, the landowners
also felt cheated since they were certain that their tenants
hid the larger part of their produce to avoid the proper payment of rent. If this sentiment was common on the part of
landowners, then the eviction of tenants was not a "side-effect" of the introduction of new agricultural methods but the
very reason for their adoption. And many tenants were indeed
evicted. Stihl quotes an investigation conducted in 1971, which
concluded that up to 20 per cent of the tenant population from
the investigated areas of Chilalo might have been evicted since
the inception of CADU four years earlier (Stihl, op.cit.:104).
Large-scale transfer from gebar agriculture to mechanized
farming, the eviction of tenants and a marked increase in the
price of and the rent for land were certainly not among the
aims of CADU. The combined effects of Government subsidies for
mechanization and the concrete demonstration of the benefits of
modern agriculture, however, had these side-effects. The same
was true of the "minimum package projects" which started in
1971 in an effort to spread the essential benefits of CADU to a
larger population. According to Stihl's analysis, the power relationship between landowners and tenants in pre-revolutionary
Ethiopia was such that the landowning class would always benefit from efforts to improve agricultural production through the
introduction of modern techniques.
The reason for this is that the interests of the landlord class and those of the tenants are contradictory.
The commercialization of agricultural production, i.e.
the introduction of capitalist relations of production,
in areas where the social structure is predominantly
feudal has benefitted the landlord class. The landlords
are opening up the land, the main means of production,
for large scale farming. In this process, tenants and
poor owner cultivators are increasingly being evicted
or indirectly forced to leave their holdings. A process
of polarization and concentration of wealth is taking
place.
(StAhl, op.cit. : 166).

Shashemene and the rural area around the town were affected
both by CADU and by the minimum package programme. In order to
reach the southern part of the CADU programme area, particularly during the rainy season, one had to pass through
Shashemene. The minimum package projects were located in nine
different areas originally, and one of these was Shashemene
(Ibid.:ll3).
Modern agricultural techniques entered Ethiopia in yet a
third way. The apparent success of modern agriculture tempted
many Ethiopian officials, particularly the younger better educated ones, to acquire agricultural land. Some did this in expectation of a future rise in land values; others because they
intended to become "modern farmers" themselves. In the latter
case, the farming activities consisted of acquiring land, getting hold of the necessary implements, hiring machine operators
and other help to do the actual work, and then visiting the
land every once in a while. Land easily accessible from Addis
Abeba with a topography compatible with the use of tractors,
and with sufficient rain-fall, was of course most attractive.
Since large parts of the central region of southern Ethiopia
met these requirements, the land hunger of modern officialdom
further increased the pressure on the small farmers and gebar
of the region. Land could be acquired either by an imperial
grant of State land, or by purchase. Braukamper mentions that
at the beginning of the 1970s, one gasha (approximately equivalent to 40 ha) of farm land in an attractive part of the Rift
Valley could cost Eth.$ 30,000 (approximately US$ 15,000),
whereas land at a higher or lower altitude might cost Eth.$
3,000 (Braukamper, op.cit.:383).
Some of the "modern farmers", both newcomers to the field
of agriculture and landowners who had previously cultivated the
land through the gebar system, soon discovered that modern
agriculture was more difficult in practice than in theory. When
their attempts at farming failed, they leased the land to others. But the old gebar system of tenancy was now replaced by a
form of tenancy, in which a tenant made a contract with the
landowner to rent the land for a fixed cash sum over a fixed
period of time. Farming on contract at times took the form of
large-scale mechanized farming, with the simple difference that
the "modern farmer" did not own the land. But it also happened
that small parcels of land were let to individuals or households who hired labour to work the land according to traditional practice, or who worked the land themselves.

C'onsequences for town growth
I have already mentioned the direct effect of the road system
on the growth of the road-side towns in central southern
Ethiopia. Good communications were also a pre-requisite for the
introduction and expansion of modern agricultural practices.

Modern agriculture as such, of the form prevalent in the
Rift Valley, also had direct effects on the development of the
towns. Modern farmers are dependent on urban services to an extent quite different from the self-sufficiency of the traditional Ethiopian farmer. Towns are needed for the acquisition
and maintenance of machinery and other tools and implements;
for the supply of fertilizers, pesticides, etc.; for veterinary
services; for the whole range of services provided by agricultural advisers and extension officers; for the recruitment of
sufficiently trained personnel; for the service of vehicles;
for trade in agricultural produce etc.
Apart from the dependence on urban services, the introduction of modern agriculture may have contributed to regional urban growth in another way: through the eviction of gebar households. Scholars writing about the period disagree about the
fate of the expelled farming households. Braukhper concludes
that some of the evicted householders may have moved to town in
an attempt to support themselves as daily labourers
(op.cit.:384). Markakis and Nega state that the evicted tenants
remained in the district, "usually settled on surrounding
heights keeping watch on their lost land like birds startled
out of their nest" (op.cit.:59). Among the migration histories
I collected in Shashemene in 1973, I could find no trace of
evicted tenants. As far as I could detect when talking to a
number of fathers of school-children in the Chilalo countryside
in 1973, the common opinion among the tenants who remained was
that the evicted tenants had gone to farm new land in neighbouring provinces.
The combined effect of the simultaneous development of the
transport system and the introduction of mechanized farming,
along with other processes, was the rapid growth of the towns
in the central region of southern Ethiopia. From Addis Abeba
down through Debre Zeyit, Akaki Beseka, Mojo, Meki, Shashemene,
Awasa and further down to Dila, Yirga Alem and beyond, the
small road-side towns grew almost visibly. Of all the small urban centres along the Rift Valley road, from Mojo to Awasa,
Shashemene appeared to grow most rapidly and presented the most
prosperous appearance. In the next chapter I shall go on to describe Shashemene as the town appeared at the beginning of the
1970s.

Notes to Chapter 3
1. According to preliminary results from the first national
census carried out in 1984, the population was then 42 million (Office of the Population and Housing Commission, Population and Housing Census, Preliminary Report, Addis Abeba,

1984, p.14). This figure is about 10 million higher than
earlier population estimates. An estimate of 28 million was
published in 1972 (Mesfin, 1972), based on figures from national sample surveys. Whatever the exact figure, Ethiopia
is the third most populous country in Africa; only Egypt and
Nigeria have larger populations. One consequence of the revision of the figure for the entire population was that the
proportion living in towns, also in 1970, was lower than the
percentage indicated here.
2. The names of places and provinces are those of the period
immediately before 1974. At the end of the glossary there is
a list of current names.
3. In the literature, the Oromo are often called "Galla" and
the Welayita called "Wollamo". These are Amharic names of
the groups. After the Ethiopian Revolution in 1974, the
groups are referred to by the names of their own languages.
I follow this practice here. I shall try to avoid confusion
by noting divergences from this practice whenever they occur.
4. A publication claiming to base its estimates of the size of
the different ethnic groups on a variety of recent sources,
gives 40 per cent of the population as the most likely figure for the Amharic population element alone in 1975
(Galperin, 1981).
5. For a discussion of the feudal character of the traditional
Ethiopian state, see Gamst, 1970. Some authors consider it
doubtful as to whether concepts developed in a European context can be used in Africa in the manner suggested by Gamst,
see for instance Braukamper, 1980. For a description of traditional Amhara society in Gojam, see Hoben, 1963 and in
northern Shewa, see Levine, 1965.
6. According to Galperin the Oromo are "the second largest population group in Ethiopia (9.7 million or 35.5 per cent in
1975; some data indicate that there are more Oromo than
Amhara in the country)" (Galperin, op.cit.:54).
7. Shack, 1966:77. Fecadu (op.cit.:115) writes that Gurage people have migrated to towns since the Amhara conquest of
Gurageland, but that most migration has occurred since the
beginning of the 1930s.
8 . This is the estimated population of Wollamo awraja in Sidamo
province which coincides with the old Welayita kingdom
(Braukamper, 1980:237; CSO, 1974:9).
9. However, according to Pankhurst (1966) the northern parts of
the country were as badly affected as the southern. This
statement makes it difficult to understand how the Amhara
generals were able to muster armies strong enough to defeat
even the weakened peoples of the southern regions.
10. According to Pausewang, the land was not immediately confiscated but the users were obliged to pay tax and tribute
to the Ethiopian State. Gradual confiscation of the southern

land occurred during Haile Selassie's reign (Pausewang,
1979:706).
11. Perham, 1969, discusses the many different ways in which
conquered land was distributed and re-distributed among the
military and political leaders of the Ethiopian State (in
chapters VIX-XX)
12. Braukamper exemplifies this contempt by describing an allegorical painting by an Amhara artist, where Menelik is
represented as a lion, the nobility as smaller lions, the
Amhara farmers as cattle and the subjugated people as swine,
which in Amhara culture are considered impure and are generally despised (Braukamper, op. cit : 294).

.

.

Chapter 4

Shashemene in the 1970's

In this chapter I shall outline the economic basis of
Shashemene and describe the consequences for the town and its
immediate rural surroundings of the regional economic changes
in the 1960s and 1970s described in the previous chapter. The
population structure and composition will also be described.
Shashemene was founded as a garrison town around the turn
of the century. According to Braukiimper, it did not attract
Amhara settlers, apart from military personnel, until the second decade of the century. As already mentioned, a road from
Addis Abeba suitable for four-wheeled traffic reached
Shashemene between 1930 and 1932.
Within Shewa province, Shashemene was situated in the
southernmost awraja of Haykoch and Butajira and was the centre
of the Shashemene woredal. The population of Shashemene had increased dramatically during the 1960s. In 1965 the town had a
population of approximately 7,500, and 45 per cent of the adult
population had lived in the town 5 years or less (CSO,
1968:31). In 1970, the population had grown to approximately
11,900, 47 per cent of the adults having lived less than 6
years in the town (CSO, 1975).

The Rural Surroundings
Shashemene is surrounded by flat, fertile farm-land with sufficient rainfall for non-irrigated cultivation. In the entire
Shashemene woreda 15,843 tenant cultivators were registered in
1970 as compared with 2,879 owner cultivators (StHhl,
opecit.:133), in other words 85 per cent tenant cultivators to
15 per cent owner cultivators. In the near vicinity of
Shashemene, however, the situation was quite different; a sample survey from the same year (1970) gives the relations as 30
See note 6 at the end of

chapter 2.

per cent rented farms, 35 per cent part-owned and 35 per cent
owner-occupied (Makin et al.: 1975:91).
In the vicinity of Shashemene in 1970, 90 per cent of the
land was farmed by owners (Ibid.). This meant that land consolidation in the hands of big landowners who themselves cultivated the land had gone a long way. Stihl concludes that
Shashemene and the neighbouring Negele woredas had become centres in the process of agricultural transformation (Stihl,
op.cit.). This conclusion is confirmed by an assistance project
aimed at developing mechanized agriculture on larger farms
(over 20 ha) which was proposed for the vicinity of Shashemene
since "Shashemene
/was/ an area of high potential, relatively large farms and excellent communications, in which a
striking response could have been anticipated to the promotion
of commercial farming and mechanization''(Makin et al.,
op.cit.). In 1970, 20 per cent of the larger farms were found
to use tractors. Maize was the most important crop, and over
half of the cultivated area was devoted to maize production.
T'ef (a highly nutritious cereal, indigenous to Ethiopia),
beans, potatoes, wheat and barley were grown on another 30 per
cent (Ibid. )2.
The commercial farmers in the area were of several different kinds. One group were either descendants of Menelik's land
grantees (neft'enya from the period of the conquest) or had received land grants more recently from Emperor Haile Selassie.
Another group consisted of "individuals who did not own land in
the area prior to the mechanization process, but who bought or
contracted land when it became known that large scale commercial farming would pay off in Shashemene-Negele" (Stzhl,
op.cit.:134). The last category belonged to the educated and
political elite of the capital, often employed in the national
administration as pointed out in the preceding chapter. The imperial family also had a large holding. Half of Negele woreda
was owned by the descendants of a son of Haile Selassie. In
1971 300 ha of this area had been put under mechanized cultivation and the imperial farm was expected to grow by about 100 ha
per annum (Ibid. :135).
Mechanization had been accompanied by the eviction of tenants in the Shashemene region as elsewhere. StHhl gives an estimate of between 500 and 1,000 individuals per year having
been evicted from the land in the Negele-Shashemene-Awasa region between 1968 and 1974 (Ibid.). He gives the following
account of eviction procedures:

...

When the landlord has made up his mind for commercial
agriculture, the tenancy relationships in the area to
be affected by mechanization are terminated. Later on
the tractors arrive. They plough up the land. The home
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.

of the tenant family is generally situated in the immediate proximity of the fields. The tractors plough up
the soil around the house and the tenant family is told
that it is prohibited for people and cattle to walk in
the furrows which extend right up to the house. The
family has no choice but to abandon their home.
(Stzhl, 1974:135)

The Town
At the beginning of the 1970s, Shashemene looked like most
other road-side towns in Ethiopia. The town had grown in a linear pattern along the main highway from Addis Abeba. The row of
buildings along the highway extended about 1.5 kilometres from
one end to the other, and the depth on either side varied from
the width of a building at the extremes to about 250 metres in
the more central places.
Apart from two local bank offices at the road-side and a
few other show-pieces, most buildings in the town were one
storey chik'a constructions with tin or thatched roofs. In
1965, 98 per cent of the households had lived in such
dwellings, the majority (53%) commanding the use of one room
only, and 58 per cent of the households living in rented accommodation (CSO, 1968:35). There was no functioning municipal water supply; all households had to fetch (severely contaminated)
water from the river or employ daily labourers to carry the water for them. Sanitation was poor in other respects as well; in
1965, more than 70 per cent of households had no toilet facilities at all (Ibid.). The town was connected with the national
systems of electricity and telecommunications, but only a minority of private households had electricity in their homes and
telephones were mainly to be found in bars and commercial enterprises.
The only permanent road in the town was the main highway.
All other town roads were nothing but dusty tracks (and muddy
ditches in the rainy season). Empty lots all over Shashemene
were used to grow vegetables and to feed goats and sheep. Communication inside the town was on foot or, rarely, by bicycle.
For those who could pay, a fleet of horse-drawn sulkies provided a taxi service.
In the centre of town, 50 metres off the main road, was a
daily market where vegetables and other food items were sold.
Outside town was a large space for the weekly market which
brought in thousands of traders and customers from all over the

region. At the Shashemene market you could buy all kinds of
agricultural products in bulk: cereals, beans, coffee, raw cotton, butter, spices, etc. There was a section devoted to cattle, goats, sheep, horses, donkeys and mules. You could find
the textile specialties of all the different groups within
reach of Shashemene - colourful cotton pieces from the Sidama,
heavy cotton blankets from groups in Gamo Gofa and so on. There
were clay products of all shapes and sizes, calabashes and many
other local products. An interesting aspect of the weekly
Shashemene market was the fact that local and regional products
were predominant.
Manufactured products, both from Ethiopia and abroad, could
be found instead in the many permanent shops along the main
highway. In these shops you found most things needed for
"modern" life in town and on the big farms and missions surrounding the town. There were electric appliances, iron beds,
tin products of different kinds, wire, radios, tape recorders,
etc. The necessities of domestic life, such as beds and mattresses, were for hire as well as for sale, on a weekly or
monthly basis. Kiosks interspersed among the shops and bars
traded in cigarettes, matches, pencils and pens, shoe laces and
sweets, providing competition for the small boys who walked
around attempting to peddle the same commodities.
The establishments most visible to bus or automobile travellers passing through the town were the many bars, eating
places and hotels lining the highway. There was a wide range in
price level, quality and kind of services provided. Some of the
bars offered large, neon-lit rooms, with mirrors behind rows of
bottles at the bar, neon-lights, and formica-topped tables and
chairs. At the other end of the range you found one-room, onewoman establishments, offering t'ela, the local type of beer,
and little else. To eat you could choose between a complete
meal of the standard Ethiopian version of the Italian cuisine:
pasta, meat, and dessert in comfortable surroundings, with coffee on a bougainvillea-clad veranda to follow, or a local meal
on a wooden bench in a room with a dirt-floor and no amenities.
The hotels showed the same range in style. There were also a
couple of "night-clubs"(bars with dance music and girls). One
could find several tea houses selling ch'at' (Catha Edulis),
the leafy stimulant common also in northern Kenya (where it is
called miraa, see Hjort, 1979) and parts of the Middle East
(where it is called quat, see Gerholm, 1977). In Ethiopia chat
is primarily consumed by Muslims. Kocho, the stiff porridge
prepared from the ensete marrow was also offered in several
eating places catering for individuals from Gurageland and
other ensete-growing areas.
Women were attached to all drinking establishments. Girls
working in the larger bars were provided with free board and
lodging and a small salary by the bar owner - in return they
were expected to attract customers and to serve and entertain

them. If in addition they provided sexual services, that was
entirely up to themselves and their clients. The owner of the
establishment made a deduction from the girls' earnings on sexual transactions, however, ostensibly for the rent of a room.
In her classification of prostitution in Addis Abeba, Lakech
Diresse classified these bar girls as "bar consorts". According
to Lakech, girls with many sexual encounters were sometimes
given an increase in their "regular" salary since they brought
many customers to the bar (~akech,1 9 7 8 : 5 7 ) . Some of the bargirls, however, could more properly be described as
"concubines" since they reserved their sexual services for specific men with whom they might have relations for a considerable length of time.
Another kind of ~rostitutefound in Shashemene was the
"kiosk consort", to use a term introduced by Lakech. These were
women whose main source of income was temporary sexual encounters with men.
Kiosk
Consorts:...women who
live in small rooms,
shacks, or kiosks and wait for customers
Usually the
rooms are illuminated with a red light and the doors
are left open with a curtain in place. The kiosk consorts are often seen standing at their doors throughout
the night while they are not entertaining a client.
These women charge from twenty-five cents to seven dollars per client for a brief encounter They make between one and fifteen dollars per client if they spend
the night with him.
(Lakech, op.cit. : 5 7 ) .

...

...

There were also women ahose main income came from the sale
of liquor but who supplemented their earnings with occasional
prostitution. In Lakech's terminology these would be "pettymadames" (Ibid. : 5 9 ) .
The many available women, the variety of drinking and eating places and the convenient distance from Addis Abeba were
all reasons why Shashemene was a popular night-stop for truck
drivers, long-distance buses and other travellers. The girls of
Shashemene were well-known in the capital.
The importance of Shashemene as a commercial centre was
manifested by there being local offices of the two commercial
banks of Ethiopia, the Addis Abeba Bank and the Commercial Bank
of Ethiopia. In addition, there was a post office and a
telecommunication station. Fuel for the many vehicles passing
through or stationed in the vicinity was provided by petrol
pumps representing three of the four brands of gasoline sold in
Ethiopia at the time; and the fourth company was in process of
erecting yet another pump. There were also facilities for repairing cars, tractors and other agricultural machinery. A number of large firms, with business all over the country, such as

Pepsi-Cola and Coca-Cola, had regional warehouses in
Shashemene.
Since Shashemene was a woreda capital, the government was
represented in the town by the administrative office of the
woreda, and the woreda court. There was also a police station
and, of course, a municipal office. The Ministry of National
Development had a Community Development Centre in the town; at
the time of the migration study there were, however, no activities at the centre. There was one government primary school and
one junior secondary school in the town and also a health
clinic. The Imperial Highway Authority and the Board of
Telecommunications had regional offices in Shashemene. On the
outskirts of town was a large camp of the Territorial Army. The
nearest hospital was situated 15 km north of Shashemene and was
run by one of several religious missions in the area. The town
had both a church of the Ethiopian Orthodox denomination and a
mosque.
To sum up: The economic basis of Shashemene came from four
separate but connected sources - service and business generated
by the large farms of the surrounding countryside, trade and
commerce, transport and communication, and government administration and services.

The population of Shashemene
The size of the population varied considerably during the week
and also with the agricultural season of the different regions
of southern Ethiopia. Every day more than 40 scheduled and unscheduled buses left Shashemene for Addis Abeba and other towns
along the northern high-way, and for the provinces of Bale,
Gamo Gofa and Sidamo. Many passengers on long-distance routes
spent the night in the town and so did many lorry crews. On
market days, thousands of peasants antl traders came into town
to do business and to enjoy themselves for a day or more. During the coffee picking season in the south-western provinces,
people from Shashemene went to participate in the harvest. On
the other hand, at harvest time on the big farms and estates in
the vicinity of the town, many people came into the area. Some
of them stayed in the town or went there for their purchases
and relaxation. Even the bar-girls had their own circuit of
towns, since many of them followed custom to towns where the
prospects appeared best at different times of the year.
Little of this bustling life can be caught in social survey
tables. The.many transients are excluded from the target population of permanent residents, since they stay in hotels which
by definition are not permanent dwellings. Nevertheless, bargirls, for instance, may have stayed in the compound of the
same bar/hotel 'for several months.

In order to characterize the population of Shashemene, I
have primarily used data from the 1965 and 1970 household surveys undertaken by the Central Statistical Office and covering
10 per cent and 30 per cent respectively, of the households in
8 197.5). I have chosen to use
permanent dwellings ( ~ ~ 0 , 1 9 6and
data from the 1970 survey rather than from my own survey of 5
per cent of the households carried out in 1973, because the
1970 survey had a larger coverage than my own, and because data
were collected both in 1965 and in 1970 by the same procedure3.
It is therefore possible to make some tentative comparisons between the two points in time. The figures below are given as
point estimates in the manner of the CS0 publications; it must
be borne in mind that these estimates are not exact and should
be interpreted with caution.

Size and growth
As already mentioned, the population of Shashemene was nearly
12,000 in 1970. From 1965, it had increased by almost 60 per
cent. The number of households had increased by nearly 85 per
cent, from approximately 1,860 in 196.5 to 3,470 in 1970. The
yearly growth rate has been estimated to be 9.8 per cent (CSO,
1977:99). This was one of the highest rates of growth of 16
towns of the size 5,000 to 9,939 inhabitants (in 1965). A
higher rate was reported only for the neighbouring town of
Awasa.
A great deal of the growth of Shashemene was caused by net
in-migration. Both in 1965 and in 1970, 45 per cent of the sample population above 15 years of age claimed to have lived less
than 6 years in Shashemene. The estimated rate of migration between the two surveys was 6.7 per cent (Ibid.:98).
Excluding Eritrea (since population figures for Eritrean
towns are not available from 1970), Shashemene was the 25th
largest town in Ethiopia both in 1965 and 1970. In Shewa in
1970, it was the sixth largest town after Addis Abeba, Nazret,
Debre Zeyit, Akaki Beseka and Debre Birhan.

Ethnic structure and religion
Neither of the two CS0 surveys asked the respondents directly
about their ethnic identity. Instead, they were asked for their
"mother tongue" or "language most frequently spoken in the
homet'(CSO, 1977:13). Asking about language when trying to
identify ethnic identity is not adequate in many cases (see Appendix 2). However, replies for heads of household to either of
the two language questions give a useful approximation to the
ethnic category of the respondents. The table below gives the
ethnic distribution of heads of household.
Although unfortunately not at the same time of the year. The
1965 survey was carried out in July and the 1970 in November.

Table 4.1
ETHNIC CATEGORY OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD IN SHASHEMENE IN 1965 AND
1970. Approximation based on replies to language question.
Sample figures.
Ethnic category

1965

1970

1973

%

%

%

100
186

100
991

Amhara
Oromo
Gurage
Welayita
Kembata
Tigray
Other
Total
(No. of respondents

100
141)

Sources: Primary data from 1st and 2nd Rounds of the Urban Survey in Shashemene (CSO); 5% household survey in 1973.
All the above ethnic categories are basically urban categories, used in the urban social context to identify and classify people who speak the same language and share some other
cultural and social characteristics. They were primarily used
in inter-ethnic intercourse; if both parties to an exchange belonged to the same ethnic category they would certainly fall
back on more detailed categories to give meaning to the classification4.
On superficial examination there was little to distinguish
individuals belonging to one ethnic category from those belonging to another. People on the same socio-economic level led
lives basically similar, apart from differences in language
spoken among CO-ethnics and in food preferences. On a group
level, however, differences stemming from the various regional
histories of the groups in Shashemene, their different standing
in relation to the Ethiopian State, etc. meant that the groups
had quite different characteristics.
Intermarriages occurred in Shashemene but were not common
(15 per cent of the 87 current marriages included in the 1973
sample survey). They were more common among people who had been
in the town a long time (43 per cent of the marriages covered
in the re-study of the 1965 survey; all heads of household had
then lived at least seven years in Shashemene). Amharic was the
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.

lingua franca for all public business - but simultaneous interpretation to other languages took place when necessary.
Looking at the ethnic structure in 1965, 1970 and 1973, we
see that the Amhara formed the largest group on all three occasions. I suspect that the 1970 figure is too high; a possible
exaggeration of the size of the Amhara group could be caused by
a shift in the type of question asked to identify ethnic identity. Asking about "language most frequently spoken in the
home" will lead to an exaggeration of Amhara, since Amharic is
often used as a household language in instances of inter-ethnic
marriages where neither spouse is a native Amharic speaker5.
The Oromo group was the second largest in 1965, but decreasing
proportions were reported from the surveys in 1970 and 1973.
The Gurage increased somewhat between 1965 and 1973; I cannot
explain the smaller proportion in 1970 since it seems unlikely
that many Gurage were classified as Amhara. The Welayita increased a great deal between 1965 and 1970 and maintained the
same proportion in the 1973 survey. The ~ e m b a t aseem
~
to have
decreased in proportion between 1965 and 70173. The Tigray, although few7, were increasing and the "Others" (Arabs, Dorze,
Kefa) had about the same proportion in the three surveys.
The religious composition of the population in 1970 was as
follows: 88 per cent of the sample claimed to belong to the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church, 10 per cent said they were Muslim,
and 2 per cent were Protestants. In contrast, the people of the
surrounding countryside were predominantly Muslim. The reason
why a number or foreign Christian missions had been allowed by
the Imperial Government to establish mission stations in the
area was precisely the absence of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
among the rural population.

Age, sex and household structure
Because of the uncertainty of statements about age (see Appendix 2) I shall not describe the sex and age structure in detail. A summary distribution is shown below.

See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
In the urban "Kembata" category persons of Hadiya identity
are also included.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.

Table 4.2
SUMMARY AGE STRUCTURE OF SHASHEMENE IN 1965 AND 1975
Estimated population proportions.

...............................................................
Age

Total
(No. of all resp.

48

52
7,540

49

52
11,919)

Sources: Primary data from 1st Round of Urban Surveys,
Shashemene 1965: Central Statistical Office. Results of Urban
Survey 2nd Round, Part I. D:o, Tables of Demographic Data of 91
Towns, Statistical Bulletin 12, Addis Abeba, 1975.
The age structure is typical of a migrant population the
majority of whom are in the age group 15-44, with most of the
children below the age of 15 born in the town. The only difference worth noting between the two points in time is that the
sex ratio8 in the age-group 15-44 increased from 71 in 1965 to
87 in 1970. This may in part be explained by there being a majority of boys in the youngest age groups in 1965 and that some
of this male majority had moved into the next age group by
1970. But it may also be caused by a shift in migration patterns with a higher influx of male migrants as time went by.
The plausibility of this second explanation is supported by the
results from the 1973 survey where the sex ratio in the same
age group had increased to 100. The trend towards a higher proportion of men among migrants to town was true of all Ethiopian
towns apart from the ones in the northern provinces of Gojam,
Begemdir and We10 in a CS0 publication in 1972 (CSO, 1972:4).
However, a later report found the overall urban sex ratio still
"abnormally" low, averaging 85 males per 100 females for towns
included in the second Round of Urban Surveys (CSO, 1977:4).
Even so, a number of southern towns were cited because their
sex ratios were higher than 100. Among these southern towns we
find several of the towns which interchanged migrants with
Shashemene: Kibre Mengist, Dila, Awasa and Yirga Alem.
The average household size in Shashemene in 1965 was 4.1
and the proportion of one-person households was 7.5 per cent.

8 Men per 100 women.

This had changed in 1970 so that the average household size had
decreased to 3.4 and 17.8 per cent of households consisted of
one person only. The proportion of female-headed households remained approximately the same - slightly above 20 per cent (23
per cent in 1965 and 21 per cent in 1970).

Civil status
Just as in other Ethiopian towns the marital status of adult
men and women differed considerably.
Table 4.3
MARITAL STATUS OF POPULATION ABOVE 10 YEARS IN SHASHEMENE
Estimated population proportions

...............................................................
Marital Status

1965

1970
F

M

F

%

%

%

35
60
4
1

16
50
26
8

36
57
5
2

20
53
18
9

100
2,330

100
2,980

100
4,018

M

z

...............................................................
Single
Married
Divorced
Widowed

...............................................................

Total
(Estimated

pop.

100
4,398)

...............................................................

Sources: Primary data from 1st Round of Urban Surveys,
Shashemene 1965; Central Statistical Office, Results of Urban
Survey 2nd Round, Part I. D:o, Tables of Demographic Data of 91
Towns, Statistical Bulletin 12, Addis Abeba, 1975
First of all there was a higher proportion of single men
than women above 10 years of age. This may be a reflection of
the marriage age for men in town being higher than that for
women; in all probability it also shows that there is a considerable in-migration to town of unmarried men.
Although Table 4.3 does not show absolute numbers, in actual fact the number of married men and married women in both
samples was almost the same, with a slight majority of women
(the sex ratio among married persons was 95 in 1965 and 98 in
1970). This shows that there was a certain incidence of polygyny in the town9 and/or that some men had wives living in
Shashemene while they themselves were absent for one reason or
anotherlO. However, I only found one instance of a married man
This was confirmed by the 1973 survey.
l0 See note 5 at the end of the chapter.

living on his own with a wife residing elsewhere in the sample
surveysll.
Looking at the "divorced" category, it is necessary to realize that "married", "divorced" and to a certain extent
"widowed"12 are relatively impermanent statuses for both women
and men. In the 1973 sample, more than 40 per cent of men and
women who had ever been married had been married more than
once. The difference in current marital status between men and
women in Shashemene was a reflection of the different economic
and social opportunities open to people of either sex in the
town, and the relation between the sexes. We shall discuss this
in greater detail in later chapters.
The lower proportion of currently divorced women in
Shashemene in 1970 compared to 1965 may be an indication that
the establishments catering for travellers and visitors to town
- hotels, bars and night clubs - had decreased somewhat in importance in relation to other economic activities.
The higher proportion of single females in 1970 compared to
1965 can be a sign of the higher proportion of girls over the
age of 10 enrolled in formal education and consequently postponing their marriages.

Education
Between 1965 and 1970 the percentage of literates among the
population over the age of ten years increased appreciably.

p
-

l1 See note 6 at the end of the chapter.

l2 The "single" status differs somewhat from the others in that
it is closely related to age, particularly for women.

Table 4.4
PEOPLE OVER 10 YEARS OF AGE ABLE TO READ AND WRITE IN
SHASHENENE 1965 AND 1970
Estimated population proportions.
1965
Literacy

1970

M

F

%

%

z

38
62

7
93

50
50

100
2,370

100
2,960

100
3,991

M

F
%

...............................................................
Able to read and
write*
Illiterate
Total
(Estimated pop.

15
85
100
4,339)

* According to the respondent's own judgment.
Sources: Central Statistical Office, Survey of major towns in
Ethiopia, Statistical Bulletin 1, Addis Abeba, 1968; D:o, Results of Urban Survey 2nd Round, Part I. Tables of Demographic
Data of 91 Towns, Statistical Bulletin 12, Addis Abeba, 1975.
Most of the increase in literacy came about because of an
increase in school enrolment. As mentioned earlier, Shashemene
had two government schools, but these could not accommodate all
the children in the town and its vicinity. Because of the demand for education, several older students and other literate
people taught children privately. Unfortunately, the CS0 reports do not allow us to compare children's school enrolment
directly. But we can compare the literacy rates among children
in the 10-14 age group, which gives a fair idea of the proportion of children in school.

Table 4.5
LITERACY IN THE AGE GROUP 10-14 YEARS IN SHASHEMENE
Estimated population proportions
Literacy

Able to read and
write
Illiterate
Total
(Estimated pop.

Boys

Girls

'65

'70

'65

' 70

%

%

%

%

51
49

75
25

23
77

49

100
390

100
624

100
300

52
100
606)

Sources: Primary data from 1st Round of Urban Surveys,
Shashemene 1965; Central Statistical Office, Results of Urban
Survey 2nd Round, Part I. Tables of Demographic Data of 91
Towns, Statistical Bulletin 12, Addis Abeba, 1975.
The literacy rate among both boys and girls increased dramatically between 1965 and 1970. There was still a considerable
difference between the two sexes, however. But the girls were
catching up: in 1970 only 8 per cent of women aged 15 years and
over were able to read and write but 52 per cent of girls aged
10- 14.

Summary
Shashemene is a road-side town in southern Ethiopia, located
250 km south of Addis Abeba in the Rift Valley.
Four ethnic groups were represented in the town in considerable numbers at the beginning of the 1970s; three of these
were indigenous to the central region of southern Ethiopia,
namely the Oromo, the Gurage and the Welayita. These three
groups, along with all the other ethnic groups of southern
Ethiopia, were subjugated and brought into the Ethiopian State
during the last decades of the nineteenth century. The fourth,
and largest, group in Shashemene, the Amhara, were dominant in
the Ethiopian State at the time. After the conquest, Amhara
moved into the region as landowners and soldiers. All modern
towns in the centre of southern Ethiopia were founded as garrison towns after the conquest - part of a system to maintain

,

control over the newly conquered peoples. For a long time
afterwards, the towns retained the character of Amhara colonial
outposts.
During the two decades prior to the Ethiopian Revolution in
1974, the towns of the southern Rift Valley received new impetus due to the expansion of the transport system and the introduction of modern agriculture in the area.
In 1970, Shashemene had about 12,000 inhabitants. The economic basis of the town was to be found in the sectors of
transport and communications, trade and commerce, government
administration, and service and business generated by largescale mechanized farming.
The town was growing rapidly; in 1970, 47 per cent of the
adult population had lived there for less than 6 years. The
Amhara made up about 40 per cent of the population, with Oromo,
Gurage, and Welayita contributing another 15 per cent each.

Notes to Chapter 4
1. Dessalegn Rahmato argues that one must not exaggerate the
importance of the introduction of rational, mechanized
agriculture, since it never affected more than a small
portion of the total cultivated area, 1-2 per cent is given
as a rough estimate, and the associated problems of tenant
eviction, pauperization of pastoralists etc. should be seen
as inevitable. "Change is often a painful process and the
new asserts itself at the expense of the old" (Dessalegn,
1984:29p.). However, agriculture for commercial purposes was
introduced only in certain restricted areas where it
affected far more than minor fractions of the acreage, as we
have seen, and I find it difficult to describe a process of
change in agricultural production as "rational" when all
improvements are achieved at the expense of the local
population.
2. This was clearly noticeable in the 1973 survey. When interviewers talked to respondents of their own ethnic category,
their ethnic classification of the respondents was always on
a more detailed level than when the respondents belonged to
another ethnic category than that of the interviewer.
3. The difficulty of using "language most frequently spoken in
the home" as an indicator of ethnic identity is recognized
by the Central Statistical Office. In the report from the
1970 urban survey it is said that, "mother tongue refers to
ethnicity whereas language usually spoken may refer to
ethnic language or to a non-ethnic language acquired through
assimilation". Unfortunately, there was a certain ambiguity
in the instructions to interviewers in the Second Round of

the Urban Survey as to which of the two possible languages
should be recorded when they did not coincide.
4. The number of Tigray people active in Shashemene is not
properly represented by the survey figures. A few kilometres
outside Shashemene there was a large village in 1972-3,
populated exclusively by persons stemming from Tigray and
Eritrea. They, or their fathers, had been granted land in
the Shashemene area as a reward for services rendered during
the Italian occupation. Since late arrivals from the two
northern provinces preferred to stay in the Tigray village
(in the town called Hamasiyen sefer), the few per cent
Tigrinya speakers included in the the surveys do not
accurately reflect the important roles played by Tigray
people in the economic life of Shashemene. As elsewhere in
urban Ethiopia, they were particularly active in the fields
of mechanics and communication.
5. In the 1973 survey we found one married woman living on her
own because her husband was in prison, and another whose
husband had moved on to another town, with his family
waiting to move after him. In the larger survey a number of
men with several wives living in different towns could be
another possible family configuration explaining the slight
surplus of married women.
6. This is an interesting finding in view of the fact that migration to town of single and married men has been the major
form of rural-urban migration in ex-colonial East and
Central Africa.

Chapter 5

The Opportunity Structure of African
Towns

In chapter 2 it was noted that many people who had moved to
Shashemene said that they had come for economic reasons, and I
suspected that economic circumstances lay behind the mobility
of many who had mentioned other reasons for coming as well. In
fact, 80 per cent of the men said they had come to the town for
economic reasons, and the proportion of women was even higher
if one accepts "marriage" as an economic arrangement. Studies
of migration in other parts of Africa have also found economic
reasons the most common motives for migration.
In order to understand the mechanisms behind the circumstances that made it possible for migrants to stay in
Shashemene we must therefore know something about the economy
that they entered. Before going on to an analysis of the economic situation in Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s we
shall, however, look at what has been written about the structure of economic opportunities in African towns in general.
For the reader who is not familiar with African towns, the
main conclusion to be deduced from this chapter is the great
discrepancy between the economic realities and the stereotyped
image of the urban economic arena as one where skill and experience will decide where, among a large choice, an individual
will find his salaried job. In the following pages, the image
of an open market for wage labour of different kinds will be
replaced by one in which a small labour market with salaried
jobs is supplemented and interwoven with an economic sector in
which people gain a livelihood in numerous activities of their
own making, scraping by or prospering outside the regime of
fixed hours, wages, vacations, and old age pensions. Far from
being "open" in the sense of the most suitable person getting
the job in a spirit of free competition, most economic opportunities are distributed along narrow channels of patronage. Competition has divided the economy into a set of mutually exclusive niches, in which the occupants guard their territory
against intruders.
The elements of the urban opportunity structure described
here are, according to the available literature, to be found in
all African towns - and in towns all over the Third World in
general. But the exact mix, form, and interplay of elements

vary a great deal, depending on the particular preconditions in
each case.

Formal and Informal Economy
One of the most striking characteristics of the economy of
African towns is the importance and visibility of the so called
"informal sector". The term was put forward by several authors
at the beginning of the 1970s (Santos, 1979:219). Till then,
economists and other social scientists had failed to grasp the
significance of the economic activities taking place outside
the formal economy, and had dismissed unorganized workers as
"under-employed shoeshine boys and sellers of matches"(Hart,
1973:68). In his definition of the informal sector, Keith Hart
put the emphasis on the distinction between wage-earning and
self-employment.
The key variable is the degree of rationalization of
work - that is to say- whether or not labour is recruited on a permanent and regular basis for fixed rewards. Most enterprises run with some measure of bureaucracy are amenable to enumeration by surveys, and as such- constitute the 'modern sector' of the urban
economy.
(Ibid: 68)
The unenumerated, "non-modern" sector, then, constitutes
the informal sector of the economy.
When discussing the informal sector, Hart distinguishes between legitimate and illegitimate activities. This may seem a
trifle extreme to the orthodox reader, but it can be justified
by the size of the illegitimate sphere and the alien origin, in
the former European colonies, of the legal framework that classifies economic activities into one or other of the two
spheres. Hart suggests the following division of the urban informal sector:
Urban informal economic structure
A. Lenitimate
i. Primary and secondary activities (e.g. market gardening, self-employed artisans, beer brewers, etc.).
ii. Tertiary enterprises, with relatively large capital
inputs (e.g. housing, transport, commodity speculation).

iii. Distribution
(e.g. market
operatives, petty
traders, dealers, etc).
iv. Other services (e.g. traditional specialist roles,
barbers, shoeshiners, night soil removers, brokers
etc.).
iv. Private transfer payments (e.g. gifts, borrowing,
begging. )
B. Illegitimate
i. Services (hustlers of all kinds, prostitution, drug
peddling, bribery. receiving stolen goods, etc.).
ii. Transfers (e.g.
petty thefts, larceny, embezzlement~,etc.).
(Hart, 1974: 327-8)
Santos (1975, 1979) and McGee (1973, 1976) prefer to call
the two sectors the "upper" and the "lower" circuits of the
economy since they feel that this better conveys the idea of
the internal flows existing within the sub-systems. Santos has
gone deeper into the difference between the two sectors, or
circuits, and has outlined some crucial differences between the
two (see Table 5.1).
Even though a large informal economic sector is most visible in urban areas of the Third World today, such a sector is
not unique to poor countries. Historically, workers in the informal sector were an important part of the occupational structures in Europe during the industrial revolution in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (McGee, 1976:4-S), and
even today, economists are in the process of re-discovering the
presence and importance of an informal economic sector of varying legality in contemporary Sweden, for instance(see Ingelstam, 1980). The private section of state- socialist societies
should probably also be regarded as an "informal economy"',

I am grateful to Carl-Gunnar Janson for this remark.

Table 5.1
CHARACTERISTICS OF UPPER AND LOWER CIRCUITS OF THE
URBAN ECONOMY
Upper circuit
Technology
Organization

Capital-intensive
Bureaucratic

Capital
Work

Abundant
Limited (regular)

Regular wages
Inventories
Prices

Normal
Large quantities
and/or high
quality
Generally fixed

Relations with
clientele
Fixed costs
Publicity
Re-use of goods
Overhead capital
Government aid

Impersonal and/or
through documents
Important
Necessary
None
Indispensable
Important

Direct dependence on
foreign
countries

Extensive outwardoriented
activity

Lower circuit
Labour-intensive
Primitive
(family
organized)
Scarce
Abundant
(irregular)
Not required
Small quantities
and/or poor
quality
Generally negotiable
Direct, personal
Negligible
None
Frequent
Dispensable
None or almost
none
Small or none

(From Santos 1979:218, original in 1972; words within brackets
added by McGee 1973:138 for clarification)
The very nature of the informal sector of the urban economy
makes it difficult to estimate its size relative to the formal
sectors. Its importance is also bound to vary with the economic
structure of each individual town. From a survey of part of Accra, Hart estimated that over half of the economically active
population was engaged in the informal sector. He then assigned
all those listed as self-employed, non-wage earning or unemployed to the informal sector (Hart, 1973:62). Hart found a
great difference in the informal activities of men and women:
40 per cent of the active males and 95 per cent of the active
females were not touched by wage employment.

One danger with an analysis of the urban economy in terms
of an informal and formal sector is that one may fail to appreciate the involvement of one with the other. This involvement
takes many different forms. First, many town-dwellers perform
economic activities in both sectors simultaneously. A steady
wage in the formal sector may be used to finance commercial
ventures in the informal sector, or a household may buy or rent
land on the outskirts of the town (or in a different region,
for that matter) for the production of its own food. In many
countries, the fixed wage for unskilled labourers is so low
that an additional income is necessary for survival. This additional income may be another wage-job, or a sporadic income
from work in the informal sector (Ibid:76).
Second, services performed in the informal sector underpin
the economic activities of wage-earners. For example, even
though there are now many more women living in urban areas than
was the case previously2, there are still townsmen living in
households which do not include women. These men may attend a
regular job each day, but still rent their rooms on the informal housing market and pay people outside the wage earning sector to perform all the necessary domestic services for them. A
very large proportion of the eating and drinking places open to
people in the middle and lower income brackets, for instance,
are run entirely informally.
Third, even very capital-intensive enterprises, often set
up with the help of non-African foreign funds, generate subsidiary activities that may take place in the informal sector.
Small-scale workshops may serve as sub-contractors or provide
repair and maintenance services, for instance (Parkin, 1975:8).
Apart from the intimate linkage between the formal and informal economic sectors in town, it is important to note that
the informal sector also serves as the linkage between town and
countryside. The "private transfer payments" between urban and
rural areas, in the form of cash remittances to the countryside, food packages to the town, and a continuous distribution
and re-distribution of family members in the households with
the greatest economic carrying capacity take place in the informal sector. In addition, all the "traditional" special.ists
find a market for their skills in the informal sector of the
economy in the town as well as in the countryside. The specialist tasks listed below by Hart in an account of the Frafra rural area3 can all be found in the towns as well:
Even in the villages, the uneven demands of the farming
schedule release labour for other tasks during long periods of the year and secondary occupations are normal.
The manufacture of tourist souvenirs (basketry, hats,
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.

leatherwork, bows and arrows, carvings, etc.) has became a boom industry in the Frafra area. Other specialists such as blacksmiths, potters, tailors, drummers,
singers, and barbers earn sizable cash incomes from activities which normally supplement the main business of
farming. Diviners and similar ritual and medical specialists, as well as holders of traditional offices,
are sometime paid well for their services - as are rural artisans such as roofing and hut building experts.
In this way, specialist roles have come to acquire a
considerable market value today.
(Hart, 1974:325)
Discussion of many of the issues involved in analyzing the
urban economy in terms of an informal and a formal sector can
be found in Bromley (1979) and Bromley and Gerry (1979). In the
process of exploration of the Shashemene study, the two concepts served the purpose to highlight the informal sector and
to point out the futility of an "employment" analysis which is
restricted to a formal sector (however defined and delimited)
of the economy.

Ethnicity in African Urban Areas
Ethnicity is a type of phenomenon which can be found all over
the world in different forms.

...the same problem phrased in a wide variety of terms
is, of course, pandemic to the new states, as the
countless
references to
'*dual1' or
"plural" or
"multiple" societies, to "mosaic" or "composite" social
structures, to "states" that are not "nations" and
"nations"
that are
not "states", to "tribalism",
"parochialism" and "communalism", as well as to pan-national movements of various sorts demonstrate.
(Geertz, 1963:106).
The phenomenon has been explained as one of primordial attachment, defined as the tendency for individuals to identify
themselves more strongly with historic groups defined in terms
of kinship, religion, language or culture than with the civil
order of the State. The most important focal points around
which primordial groups form are (assumed) blood ties, race,
language, region, religion, and custom (1bid:lll). Several of
these defining principles can be operative at the same time,

reinforcing one another, but it is also possible to imagine
situations in which groups defined according to these principles will cut across one another. In different countries and at
different times different principles will be emphasized. In
Africa south of the Sahara the most important principles of
group definition have been (assumed) blood ties, region and
custom (in its broadest sense) operating together. The groups
so defined are variously called tribal or ethnic groups. Many
different definitions have been presented for these concepts
and I shall quote two. The first stresses the cultural and regional component:

...the term "tribe" can be taken to apply to any group
of people which is distinguished by its members and by
others on the basis of cultural-regional criteria...the
cultural difference may well have been stimulated, even
to the point of almost artificial creation or re-creation by entirely modern circumstances, interests and
goods, and by leaders making use of these for political
ends. Nevertheless, these cultural differences in their
territorial context are the essence of tribe.
(Gulliver, 1969:19,24).
The second stresses the function of the group as well as
the basis for its formation:

...

an ethnic group is an informal interest group whose
members are distinct from the members of other groups
within the same society in that they share a measure of
what Smith calls "compulsory institutions" like kinship
and religion and can communicate among themselves relatively easily.
(Cohen, 1969:3).
Previously, the two concepts of tribe and ethnic group were
used interchangeably but with a tendency to use "ethnic" as a
general term and to reserve "tribe" for a group in a given geographical context. " ~ t h n i c i t ~meaning
"~
degree of attachment to
the group and/or tendency to evoke explanations of an ethnicltribal nature was the corresponding general concept.
Lately, "ethnicity" has often been used in another sense - to
denote the fact that there is an "ethnic structure" in a given
social context and that this ethnic structure is sociologically
relevant for the problem under study. In the study of migration
to Shashemene, I use the term "ethnicity" in this second sense.
"Ethnic categoryt1will be used to denote ethnic classification.
It has been suggested that the most fruitful way of regarding the frequent reference to ethnic affiliation in ex-colonial
Earlier often "tribalism".

Africa is as a means of articulating political and economic
processes, a medium through which the struggle for political
and economic power takes place. Common ethnic identity is used
as a platform for political action; in rhetoric and mobilization ethnicity is used as an idiom of conflict. The essence of
this "idiom theory" of the nature of ethnicity in Africa seems
to be that,
i. historical conditions caused the emergence of culturally
homogeneous groups of living in certain specific localities;
ii. independence and the following emphasis on economic development led to a situation which introduced new cleavages and
"new prizes"5, for which the competition was bound to be intense;
iii. in this situation, the culturally homogeneous ethnic
groups were most conveniently placed to perform the function of
interest groups for their members; since this was so, ethnic
explanations were inevitably used to clarify and structure the
new situation.
Following the reasoning above, it appears clear that ethnic
belonging has been put to new uses during the post-independence
period6, involving a "dynamic rearrangement of relations and
customs, and is not the outcome of cultural conservatism and
continuity"; also that the contemporary social and political
relevance of ethnic identitv is the result of interaction and
competition between ethnic groupings and not the result of isolation (Cohen,op.cit.:Z).
The areas where people from different ethnic groups meet
are urban areas, par excellence, or places similar to urban areas in the mingling of people from different regions, such as
mines, plantations, and market centres. Many writers have also
pointed out that it is in the urban context that people acquire
awareness of the cultural, economic and political meaning of
their ethnic identity (see for instance Mitchell, 1970, Hanna &
Hanna, 1971, Tamarkin, 1973, Vincent, 1974).
In towns or plantations where workers from many different ethnic backgrounds are congregated, therefore, cultural characteristics become part of social relationships in several different ways. Firstly, they become
ethnic indicators in categorical relationships with
people from other tribal groups and form the basis of
interaction of people in superficial and transient relationships. Secondly, they become insignia in terms of
which alignments against other tribal groups may be
formed and predicate certain obligations of assistance
Lastly, people in town may be involved with
and aid

...

Primarily political power and the many administrative and
other posts vacated by the colonial governments.
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.

others from the same home area and carry on association
which in effect is an extension of a relationship entered in the home area.
(Mitchell, 1970:93).
One aspect of ethnicity is that individuals aye not ascribed unambiguously to one or other ethnic category. A
stranger may ascribe an individual to an ethnic category comprising hundreds of thousands of people and in no way constituting an ethnic "group", whereas a CO-ethnic would gradually
identify him with his exact home-locality and kinship group.
This characteristic of ethnicity has definite implications for
social surveys, where varying responses will be given by the
same person, depending on, for instance, the ethnic identity of
the interviewer or other circumstances surrounding the
interview.
A theme in the study of ethnicity with relevance for the
present investigation is the relation between the ethnic structure and the class structure. For some time after the independence of the former African colonies, africanists debated
whether the emerging class structure would coincide with the
ethnic structure, forming a situation of "re-tribalization", or
if the new class differences would cut across ethnic boundaries
and lead to "de-tribalization". It was postulated that early
industrialization combined with prolonged alien rule would
serve to diminish the importance of ethnic differences7,
whereas weak industrial development (in effect the existence of
a large informal sector in the urban economy), and a relatively
swift transfer of political power from Europeans to Africans,
would tend to reinforce ethnic articulation. This was expected
particularly in countries where a few lar e ethnic groups had
been able to dominate the political field .
Time will show if the relations postulated above will in
fact be manifested. As far as Ethiopia is concerned, there is
no reason to expect anything other than a coincidence between
the ethnic and class structures, at least as far as the superordinate/subordinate position of the AmharaITigray versus other
ethnic categories are concerned. In chapter 3 we learnt that
half of the country and probably more of its population was in
fact "colonized" by a military power belonging to a particular
ethnic constellation, the northern highlanders, Amhara/Tigray.
Since then there has been no "independence" or change in the
balance of power between the ethnic groups. Some may have hoped
that the 1974 Revolution would be such an event. It remains to
be seen if the revolution in fact has brought about a change in
the relation between ethnic groups in the country.

B

Zambia could be an example.
Nigeria could be seen as an example.

In the urban economy, ethnicity is more than an idiom for
opposition due to other causes; it is also a principle of
organization, competing with the bureaucratic principles of
organization, imported along with elements of the formal
economy.
The study of ethnicity in urban communities has as its
focus the strains and the congruences between two principles of organization. On the one hand, there are the
cultural, historical, and geographical groupings of
people who have come to regard themselves and be regarded by others as being of the same kind, irrespective of the roles they play in the urban social system.
On the other hand, there is the functional differentiation of that system itself, with its distribution of
tasks and resources, with slots to which personnel must
be recruited in one way or other, which will determine
the interests of the personnel to a considerable extent.
(Hannerz, 1974:37).
The triufnph of ethnicity as a principle of organization
lies in the ethnic division of labour in the urban economy that
has been reported from many different towns and countries. When
there is an ethnic division of labour, ethnicity prevails in a
bureaucratic context as well as in the informal sector. And it
is here that ethnicity affects the opportunity structure and,
eventually, the pattern of urban migration.

The ethnic division of labour in town
The prevalence of an ethnic division of labour in African towns
has been reported from different parts of the continent. Among
others, Hart has written about the ethnic clustering in different occupations in Ghana a art, 1973), Mitchell about the coincidence between ethnic identity and several other social and
economic characteristics (such as occupation, level of education and religion) in Zambia and Zimbabwe (Mitchell, 1970),
Hjort about the ethnic division of labour in a small town in
Kenya (Hjort, 1979), and Cohen about the way an ethnic group is
able to monopolize trade in certain commodities in Nigeria
(Cohen, 1969). Hanna and Hanna summarize the discussion in the
following way:
Members of African ethnic groups are not randomly distributed in the various urban occupations. To the contrary, there is a marked ethnic division of labor in
many towns... The division is produced by preferences

deriving from particular group cultures, differential
opportunities caused by the unequal spread of Western
education and other modern means of upward occupational
mobility, the efforts of various ethnic groups to maintain their predominance in certain economic areas, and
the trust and efficiency that is made possible by collaborating CO-ethnics...Once established, ethnic division of labor becomes institutionalized and free competition may be progressively restricted.
(Hanna and Hanna, 1971:131pp)
The Hannas conclude that, since ethnicity in African towns
"affects where one lives, with whom one associates, for whom
one votes, at what occupation one works...", it may be appropriate to view the typical African town analytically "as a
cluster of partly overlapping ethnic enclaves ...l1 (Ibid.:105).
I think this is overstating the case, but it is certainly appropriate in many instances to regard the urban opportunity
structure as a system of inter-related niches, where each niche
is to some degree dominated by an ethnic group. The exact constellation of niches and the degree of dominance of individual
groups must be determined empirically for each town.
However, ethnicity is not the only operating principle of
organization in the urban opportunity structure. Education and
gender are two others which may organize people in different
ways. Both are, of course, related to ethnicity, in the sense
that some ethnic groups have benefitted more from modern education than others, and that not all ethnic groups have women
living in town, but they may still counteract the effect of the
ethnic division of labour.
Among people with higher education, the experience of a
long and prestigious education, often under boarding conditions
may have created bonds between students belonging to different
ethnic groups. Particularly when living "in exile" from the
capital in small administrative centres, they are likely to
seek each other out as common strangers in an environment of
ignorant people. These small cohesive groups of civil servants,
bank managers and the like, provide a reference group, especially for local elementary school teachers and minor officials
etc (Vincent, 1974:271). In relationships with people of a
standing similar to their own, they are likely to play-down
their ethnic identity.
Another reason for people with higher education to make
less use of their ethnic allegiance than others is that they
are the ones who have the least to gain by affiliating closely
with groups of the same ethnic category. Traditionally, they
would have no authority until they had reached a fairly advanced age, while, because, of their high incomes, they are
likely to be subject to heavy demands from CO-ethnics(Marris,
1961:136p).

Even if we should therefore expect education to counteract
ethnic affiliation, it is also the case that many ethnic political leaders are highly educated people with political aspirations who use their ethnic identity to muster a political following. This may be because they are excluded from the power
structure on account of their particular ethnic identity, or
because an ethnic base is the most effective platform for political action.
Another category of townspeople for whom ethnicity may be
of minor importance in defining the available niches in the urban opportunity structure are women. We have already seen that,
in his survey of the economic opportunities in an area of Accra, Hart found 90 per cent of the women active in the informal
sector of the economy. In a review of the available literature,
Little concludes that "the modern sector is in every (African)
country virtually a male preserve" (Little, 1973:33), and Obbo
in her study of a Kampala district found that women had to rely
almost exclusively on self-employment for their survival (Obbo,
1980:122). In addition, not all types of livelihood even within
the informal sector are open to self-employed women; most are
related to activities which were part of their domestic chores
in the rural areas but for which they receive cash payment in
the urban area. The net receipts are small, however, and they
often have to engage in multiple activities to make ends meet
(Ibid. and 1975:292).
Reflecting on Obbo's 1975 paper, Parkin concludes that,
since the opportunities available to women are the same irrespective of ethnic belonging, the conditions obtain for "the
emergence of distinctively female urban subcultures which frequently cut across ethnic differences held to be important by
men" (Parkin, 1975:39). Coming to town, then, has quite a different meaning for women than for men. Urban life implies the
possibility of economic autonomy vis k vis men, and this appears to be judged very desirable by women, who in the rural
areas of East, Central and West Africa perform most of the
back-breaking agricultural work but who are often not in a position to control the result of their labour9.
Parkin has argued that the urban informal economy has five
characteristics that favour the participation of women and
their "struggle for economic independence"(from menlo),

...

1. Women form the backbone of the informal economy
in low-income urban areas just as they have often supported rural agricultural economies.
2. Employment in such areas depends on personal initiative rather than on special training or education, so
that women are not in this respect disadvantaged.
See Boserup, 1970.
l0 The title of Obbo's book about African women in Kampala.

3. While among both men and women economic factors are
fundamental in generating urban immigration, the precipitating factors among women probably encompass a
wider range and relate to such rural stigma as pregnancy outside of marriage, and divorce or separation,
and to such restrictions on self-advancement as inability to inherit or acquire land, or limited educational
opportunities compared with brothers.
4. Though limited, the urban informal economy offers
women a wider range of careers than is normally possible in rural areas, and yet in later life, may enable
them to re-invest income in rural areas.
5. The constant process of marital and family re-definition which in different forms is world-wide and neither wholly urban or rural finds its greatest expression in urban areas providing opportunities for informal employment.
(Parkin,op.cit.:40)
Even though there is clearly a degree of truth in the
points Parkin makes, I see several objections to his hypothesis
about the "non-ethnic" urban woman. It is true that women from
all ethnic groups are restricted to exploiting opportunities
within the same narrow niches in the informal economic sector.
However, most of the work within these niches is poorly rewarded and entry is certainly not free from economic and social
constraints. The varying degree and form of control over women
between different ethnic groups, means that women from some
groups are able to enter the informal economy independently to
a much larger extent than women from other groups. To be successful, a woman has to follow a strategy of judicious marriages or liaisons and divorces, interspersed with spells of
independence when she can invest whatever she has salvaged from
her periods of being a wife in a way that furthers her own interest. Such a strategy can only be successful for women who,
through their own ethnic identity as well as other personal
characteristics, have access to men belonging to the upper economic strata.

Notes to Chapter 5
1. This is true for the ex-colonies in sub-Saharan Africa. In
Ethiopia, there have always been more women than men in
towns; the tendency at the beginning of the 1970s was in the
opposite direction.
2. "The Frafra district of north-east Ghana lies some 500 miles
from the coast, near the border with Upper Volta. Its

inhabitants have come to be known throughout Ghana as
'Frafras', though the term embraces three (or perhaps four)
distinct socio-linguistic groups .l1(
Hart, 1 9 7 4 : 3 2 2 ) .
3 . Or post-revolutionary period. In Ethiopia, the Revolution of
1 9 7 4 seems to have played the same role in reinforcing
ethnicity that independence played in the ex-colonial
countries. In my opinion the plethora of "Liberation Fronts"
emerging in Ethiopia after 1 9 7 4 should be seen as so many
political leaders with an ethnic following vying for power
at the regional and central levels.

Chapter 6

The Opportunity Structure of Shashemene

The reason for the continued growth of Shashemene must be
sought in the economic opportunities emerging there in relation
to those at the point of departure of the in-migrants, who have
caused the greater part of the population growth in the town1.
In the present chapter I shall briefly describe the opportunities available in Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s. Unfortunately, I cannot relate these opportunities to those at
hand at the different points of departure of the migrants to
Shashemene, since people have moved to the town from a large
number of towns and regions and over an extended period of
time. From the rapid growth of Shashemene in relation to many
other towns, it can only be inferred that, on balance, the opportunities in Shashemene must have been better than those in
many other places. In the next chapter I shall address the
question "better for whom?" when I turn to an analysis of the
way different economic opportunities were available to different categories of the population.
The economic opportunities in Shashemene were of several
different kinds. First, there were many opportunities for entrepreneurship, in both the formal and the informal sectors of
the economy. Second, there were paid jobs available in both a
formal and an informal labour market. And third, there were
indirect ways of benefitting from the economic activities in
the town.
Each individual household made use of as many of these different opportunities as possible in various combinations. Furthermore, since cost of living was high in Shashemene in relation to the cash income available to most individuals, it was
common for people to pool their resources, in marriages of
varying duration, and by joining the households of friends,
relatives and employers.
There are no quantitative data available that can do justice to the complexity of the household economies in Shashemene
or any similar town in Ethiopia. Nevertheless, an understanding
of at least the principles involved is important if one is to
comprehend why Shashemene was able to attract and keep so many
thousands of migrants. The key to the attraction of towns like
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.

Shashemene compared to the countryside and the more slow-growing towns lies in not only the economic opportunities available, but also in the possibility to combine opportunities of
different kinds, and thus receive incomes from different
sources. In order to illustrate some available options I shall
give a few concrete examples:
1. The mayor of Shashemene in 1973.
In addition to receiving a government salary for the
administration of the town, the mayor received income
from the following sources:
a. growing grain on land he owned and rented in a
neighbouring province. Some of this was consumed in his
own household.
b. The rest, was used for speculation on the grain market in Addis Ababa. In 1973, the famine of 1974 could
already be foreseen, and the mayor was keeping his
grain back, gambling on the chance that the government
would not ask for international relief (which would
cause the price of domestic grain to slump) and that
the grain price would continue to rise.
c. He had also invested some of his earnings in a small
bus that ran between Shashemene and one of the towns
nearby.
d. It was said in the town that he had sold some of the
water from a poorly functioning municipal well to private households and kept the proceeds of the transaction.
2. An elementary school teacher.
The teacher in the example had managed to borrow enough
money to buy a tractor. He hired a driver for the tractor and used it to till land he himself owned near
Shashemene (which in turn had been granted to his father by the government in return for military service
during the Italian occupation). The grain he partly
consumed and partly sold. In addition he hired out the
tractor plus driver to other "farmers".
3. An old guard and his wife.
For a small salary, the old man watched over a house,
built
by a younger relative on the outskirts of
Shashemene. The relative had an administrative position
in Kofele woreda. The intention of this official was to
let the house for the time being, and to live in it
later. This was a common type of investment among
salaried persons. The construction of the house was financed by bank loans; the loans would be paid with the
rent obtained from letting the house. Once the loans
were repaid in full, the owner could move in and live
in the house at a minimal cost.

The old man used part of his salary to rent a piece of
land, and he likewise hired labourers who did the farm
work. The produce from the land he and his wife lived
on. In good years they also had something to sell.
The wife, who in 1973 had lived with the old man less
than a year and who was 30-40 years younger than her
husband, performed all the domestic work in the household and also distilled the liquor they needed for
their own use. In addition, she went out and madeinjera2 in three other households for a fee. She claimed
that she could easily have found a "better" (meaning
more prosperous) husband, but she got along well with
the old man and so preferred to stay with him.
The dream of the couple was to get enough money to buy
a cow. The cow would provide them with milk, and in addition some extra cash, since they would sell part of
~ one of the better off
her produce "on c ~ n t r a c t "to
town families.

The Occupational Structure of Shashemene
The only available data that can throw some light on the opportunity structure of Shashemene are the replies given by respondents to the question "What work do you do?" which was posed in
all the Shashemene surveys. I shall therefore use "occupation"
as an instrumental definition of "opportunity".
The occupational structure inferred from the surveys gives
an idea of the entrepreneurial openings and jobs that were to
be found in Shashemene at different times. The occupation of an
individual also gives an indication of his or her material
well-being. It cannot give the total picture, since the person
may very well have other sources of income as well, but it
ranks him or her in relation to people in other types of occupations. This is true even if other activities are taken into
account, since the rule here, as in so many other situations,
is that "he who has shall have more"; people in high salaried
and prestigious occupations are better placed to make use of
several opportunities available than those who barely make ends
meet. Therefore, the size of income may be underestimated when
looking at the main occupation only, but the rank order in reEthiopian pancake-like bread; staple food in the diet of
high-landers.
The morning milk would be delivered each day to their customer.

lation to persons with other occupations would probably be correct4.

The economic ranking of occupations
In order to obtain an estimate of how different occupations
were ranked in relation to one another in Shashemene in 1973,
as far as their "income-earning capacity" was concerned, I
asked five tax assessors in the town to estimate the daily or
monthly income of all occupations mentioned in the 1970 survey
of the town. I then made an average of the five assessments5
and grouped the occupations. The result can be seen in Table
6.1.
Table 6.1
ECONOMIC RANK ORDER OF OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE IN 1970
Averages of five independent assessments
...............................................................
Group l: Monthly income Eth.$ 720 - 21009:
Owners of: Bar, shop, mill, tea shop
Wholesale traders in: Grain, cattle, meat, textiles, tej*"
Regional manager of Ethiopian Board of Telecommunication
Pharmacist
Lawyer, Advocate
Bridge constructor for Imperial Highway Authority
Group 2: Monthly income of Eth.$ 330-660
Employees: Mechanic of Imperial Highway Authority,
Administrator at Meat Board and Bess Co. (private company),
Driver
Craftsmen: Goldsmith, Tailor, Building contractor.
Group 3: Monthly income Eth.$ 130-260
Employees: Teacher, Garage worker, Accountant, Linesman for
Ethiopian Light and Power Authority, Treasurer, Head of
Archives, Clerk, Reporter, Secretary
Craftsmen: Pipemaker, Electrician, Mason, House constructor
Orher: Prostitute, ~ e l a l a ~ .
Group 4: Monthly income Eth,$ 60-105
Farmer
Government employees: Tax collector, Military, Policeman,
Telephone operator
Craftsmen: Carpenter, Barber, Watch Maker
Others: Tractor driver, Gari driver, Dancer jn night club,
Bicycle renter, Application writer.
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.

Group 5: Monthly income Eth.$ 30-45
Employees: Cashier for mill owner, Waiter in bar, Guard,
Postman, Storekeeper, Cook
Craftsmen: Local launderer. Painter, Blacksmith, Weaver, Tanner
Sellers of: Spices, pepper, t'ela, home distilled alcohol
(arak'e), maize, potato, sale, false banana porridge, milk,
injera, banana, water, sugar cane
Group 6: Monthly income Eth.$ 10-30
Daily labourer
Employees: Helper in housebuilding, Mud wall plasterer,
Tailor's assistant, Shoemaker, Slaughterer for butcher, Baby
minder, Shepherd, Servant
Other: Shoe polisher, Beggar.

...............................................................

*The Ethiopian $ is fixed in relation to the US$ in the
relation 2 : l (approximately).
f:f:Alcohol made from honey mead.
Source: Averages of five independent assessments by tax
collectors in the Municipal Office in Shashemene, 1973.
The economic ranking order is headed by people involved in
commerce, either as shop owners or wholesale traders. A few
high-ranking officials, a regional telecommunications manager
and a top engineer employed by the Imperial Highway Authority
were also classed in the highest economic group. There were,
however, many other "traders" who did not volunteer information
about their kind of commerce who probably should be placed
lower down the economic scale. In a study of Akaki ~ e s e k a ~ ,
where respondents were asked outright about their incomes, the
average income of the "traders" was also among the highest,
second only to that of "the rich". But whereas the Shashemene
tax inspectors placed the average income of traders at nearly
Eth.$ 1,800, the traders in Akaki Beseka claimed to have an average monthly income of about Eth. $ 1508.
At the bottom end of the economic ranking one finds occupations held by children and youngsters, such as shoe polisher,
servant, shepherd and baby minder, but also "assistants" of
different kinds - to tailors, butchers, and house builders. In
the second lowest group were the many small saleswomen in the
daily market but also traditional craftsmen, such as blacksmiths and tanners.

See note 5 at the end of the chapter.
The average of 44 traders included in the sample.

Frequency of occupations
About 90 different occupations were mentioned in the 1970 C S 0
survey. This appears to be an impressive occupational diversity. In fact, however, the majority of the economically active
population was clustered in four occupations (or really
"categories of occupations'' since each might contain quite different types of work) both in 1965 and 1970, as can be seen
from Tables 6.2 and 6.3.

Table 6.2
FREQUENCY OF OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE IN 1965
Heads of household9. Sample figures
Occupation

Type
No

%

12
110

8
70

Informall
formal

...............................................................
"Interstitial
occupations"f:
Trader
Farmer
Petty trader
Daily labourer
Total
"Traditional
urban''
Police, military
Blacksmith, weaver
Bar-,shop-owner
Civil servant
Prostitute
Tailor
Total
"Other urban"
Driver
Clerk, cashier
Mechanic
Teacher
Carpenter
Other
Total

Gov ' ment
Crafts
Owner
Gov 'ment
Other
Crafts

8

4
4
4

3
3
26

-

I

F
I
F i/

F
I
I

17

4
4
3

Employee
Employee
Employee
Gov ' ment
Crafts

F

F
F
F

2
2
111
6
I i/
21
13
...............................................................
GRAND TOTAL
157 100
...............................................................

i/ majority in occupation active in economic sector indicated.
The difference between the total number of households, 186, and
the grand total in the table is made up of "income recipients",
persons too old to work or physically disabled etc.
;tTheseare occupations that can be found in both rural and
urban areas.
Source: Primary data, CS0 survey in Shashemene 1965

See note 6 at the end of the chapter.

Table 6.3
FREQUENCY OF OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE IN 1970
Heads of household. Sample figures.

...............................................................
Occupation

Type Inf ormall
formal
No

%

"Interstitial
occupations"
Trader
Farmer
Petty trader
Daily labourer
Total

135
176
182
63
556

14
19
20

-

I i/
I //
I

7

-

I

"Traditional
urbangt
Police, military
Blacksmith, weaver
Bar-, shop-owner
Prostitute, Delala
Tailor, Goldsmith
Others
Total

22
13
16
ll
27
15
104

...............................................................
-

-

60

Gov ' ment
Crafts
Owner
Other
Crafts

F
I
F//
I
I//

11

"Other urban"
Driver
29
Employee
F
Clerks, teachers
29
Gov ' ment
F
Clerks etc.
6
Employee
F
Mechanics etc.
33
Employee
F
F
Teacher
11
Gov ' ment
Carpenter
47
Crafts
I /l
Others
112
Total
267
29
...............................................................
GRAND TOTAL
927 100

..............................................................

i/ majority in occupation active in economic sector indicated.
The difference between the total number of households, 991, and
the grand total in the table is made up of "income recipients",
persons too old to work or physically disabled etc. (7% of the
total).
Source: Primary data, CS0 survey in Shashemene 1970

Characteristics of occupations
The interstitial occupations: Traders, farmers, petty traders and daily
labourers
In both 1965 and 1970, the majority of the heads of household
were to be found in one of the four occupations - farmer,
trader, petty trader or daily labourer. The four tend to blend
into one another: farmers trade their surplus, traders rent
land to farm, the wives of farmers and daily labourers sell the
beer and alcohol they have made from the produce of the land,
farmers1 sons become daily labourers when they move into town
etc. For many, the occupations were seasonal. In the 1973 survey, many also replied both "farmer" and "trader" to the question about occupation.
People from all walks of life engaged in trade. Wholesale
traders in agricultural commodities such as grain, cattle and
textiles were among the wealthiest men in the community. Towards the other end of the range, one found hawkers of bananas
and sugar cane. However, only people who traded in a certain
bulk would claim to be "traders", if one is to believe the
judgments of the tax assessors who unanimously placed the
traders economically ahead of most other occupations.
The "petty trader" category was made up of three distinct
groups. First were genuine "hawkers" who went about selling everything from pencils and shoe-laces to pieces of sugar-cane
and lottery tickets. The hawkers were all men, mostly youngsters who had not yet set up households of their own. The second group were the sellers at the daily "butterl'market,where
housewives bought small quantities of vegetables, spices and
salt; most of these were women. And the third group, the
largest, was made up of the many women brewing and selling traditional beer and liquor. Most of the female heads of household
did this and some of the wives of men with low incomes, farmers
and daily labourers.
Among the farmers one could find Highly efficient "modern"
farmers using all the available agricultural technology as well
as simple peasants. However, the tax assessors were in complete
agreement that the absolute majority of the people who said
they were "farmers" in Shashemene belonged to the economic
lower-middle range, in roughly the same category as dancers in
night-clubs (the "bar consorts" mentioned in chapter 3), tractor drivers and policemen.
Finally, the daily labourers undertook unskilled manual
work for all possible purposes a day at a time. Together with
the petty traders, the daily labourers constitute, in Mullenbach's term, the "survival occupations" in the town
(Mullenbach, 1976:221pp). The incomes from these occupations
were very low; the tax assessors placed the daily labourers in
the lowest economic category, along with shoe polishers and

beggars. Often they could not form their own households but
lived with relatives and friends. The true number of daily
labourers is therefore likely to be underestimated when only
the occupations of heads of household are reported. The same is
true for hawkers/ sellers.
The four occupations described here are not specifically
"urban" in character. All four are practised in the rural areas
as well, or by rural inhabitants coming into town (with the express purpose of trading, for instance). The farmers are, of
course, normally not considered "urban" at all. However, in
1965 they made up an estimated 25 per cent of the heads of
household in the sample, in 1970 20 per cent, and in 1973 12
per centlO. One might well suspect that there are some significant differences between being an "urban farmer" living in
Shashemene and commuting to one's farm and a "rural farmer"
coming into town to trade. We will return to this question when
discussing the migration careers of farmers in Chapter 9.
I have chosen to call these four occupations "interstitial"
since they are practised in the "interstices" between the rural
and the urban areas.

Traditional urban occupations: Police, military, black-smith, etc.
In 1965, about 15 per cent of the heads of household practised
a number of occupations that I regard as traditional small-town
occupations. All, apart from the blacksmith and the weaver
which could be found in the countryside as well, were urban in
character. They are, however, more likely to be prominent in
small urban areas than in bigger towns where they will be a
smaller proportion of the population.

Other urban occupations
In 1965, the "interstitial" and "traditional small town"
occupations covered 85 per cent of the heads of household of
the relatively small sample. The group of occupations that I
have chosen to call "other urban" had few representatives. In
1970, nearly 30 per cent of the heads of household in the much
larger sample belonged to the "other urban" category. All such
occupations with more than 5 representatives are listed in
Table 6.4:

l0 The difference in proportion may partly be a result of a
difference in demarcation of town land.

Table 6.4
FREQUENCY OF "OTHER URBAN" OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE IN 1970
HHads of household. Sample figures
Occupation
"White-collar workers"
Professionals, managers etc.
Secretaries, clerks,
accountants
Cashiers
Teachers
Total
Skilled workers, craftsmen
Mechanics, technicians, elec
tricians, etc.
Masons, carpenters,
house builders
Total

No

X

7

32
48
80

31

Total

49

19

Service
Guards, store-keepers
Waiters, salesmen (in
shops)
Barbers
Clothes' washers and
pressers
Total

8
53

21

Others

14

6

Transport workers
Drivers
Garage workers
Lorry assistants
Horse-cart and gari

...............................................................

...............................................................
GRAND TOTAL
256
100
..............................................................
Proportion in "other urban" occupations
of all heads of household with
stated occupations
29%
...............................................................
Source: Primary data from CS0 survey in Shashemene 1970.

In 1970, the largest proportion of those working in "other
urban" occupations were skilled workers and craftsmen. Among
the skilled workers, the majority were car mechanics; this
means that people working in fields related to transport were
in reality more than 30 per cent of all those in "other urban"
occupations. The craftsmen all had work related to construction
in one way or another. Among the "service" group of occupations, guards and store-keepers formed the largest single
group.

Formal/in formal economy
In chapter 5 I presented the general concepts of the "formal"
and "informal" sectors of the economy. The balance between the
two sectors, and particularly the importance and influence of
the formal sector on the total economy, varies greatly between
African countries. In Ethiopia prior to the revolutionary
changes beginning in 1974, the formal economic sector was extremely small in relation to the total economy. With less than
10 per cent of the population living in urban areas, and more
than 90 per cent of the farmers active in traditional agriculture, this can easily be understood. One can say that in
Ethiopia, the informal sector was the economy, the formal sector as a generator of employment affecting only a minute proportion of the entire population.
The formal sector had a particular character in the
Ethiopian economy. The State played a dominant role both in
quantity and quality. The largest part of formal employment was
generated by government activity, particularly outside the Addis Abeba region. State influence was considerable in modern
industry as well. Taken together, in pre-revolutionary Ethiopia
the activities in the formal sector were characterized much
more by the rules and procedures of government, in all its
variation, than by those of the "modern" large-scale firm, as
described in the typologies presented in chapter 5.
I have tried to indicate below the relative size of the two
sectors in Shashemene. There are no impartial criteria to decide which occupations are to be ascribed to the formal and
which to the informal sector. Following the reasoning outlined
in chapter 5, I have assigned occupations to the two sectors
depending on what I know about their various practices in
Shashemene. Type of employment has been a guiding criterion. In
principle, people employed by the government have been assigned
to the formal sector, regardless of their occupation. Other employers and employees in "modern" activities have also been assigned to the formal sector. Craftsmen and "others" have been
grouped together in the informal sector, together with the four
interstitial occupations.
It is necessary to remember that the "formal/informalttdivision is nothing but an analytical device; I do not think that

anyone in Shashemene belonged entirely to the formal sector of
the economy for the reasons already discussed.
Table 6.5
PROPORTION IN THE FORMAL AND INFORMAL ECONOMIC SECTOR
Shashemene 1970. Heads of household. Sample data

...............................................................
Type of economic sector

No

%

Formal sector:
Government employees
Other employees
Owners of economic establishments
Professionals
Total

3
209

23

Informal sector:
Farmers, traders, etc.
Craftsmen
Others
Total

55
707

77

GRAND TOTAL

9 16

100

Source: Primary data from CS0 survey in Shashemene 1970.
We can see from Table 6.5 that occupations belonging to the
informal sector were most common among heads of household in
the 1970 sample. The proportions related to the two sectors
were almost the same in the 1970 sample as they had been in the
1965 sample (where they were was 24% formal as against 76% informal)
One might very well say that in the relation between the
formal and informal economic sectors lies the answer to the
question I posed when planning this study:"Why do people migrate to towns when there are no jobs in town?". With the definitions of formal/informal sector advanced in chapter 5, which
links "jobs" to the formal sector, we can first state that
there were "jobs" in town but that they were not very many.
Secondly, we find that there were a multitude of ways of making
a living in a town like Shashemene that did not entail having a
"proper job". Admittedly, most of the work to be found outside
the formal sector gave smaller economic rewards than jobs inside it. Nevertheless, the income for many of the informal opportunities was higher than those of the "survival occupations"
(petty trade, beer selling and menial labour). Taking the high
net-migration rate between the surveys of 1965 and 1970 as an

.

indication, it is certainly clear that the financial returns in
the informal sector were high enough for many newcomers to be
able to stay on in Shashemene.
How social scientists evaluate the informal economic sector
clearly depends on which occupations they choose to include in
it. Mullenbach, in his 1973 study of Akaki Beseka, strongly objects to the view thak sees in the informal sector a means for
the urban population to manage and to contribute to the growth
of towns.
Indeed, income from such activities'as theft, prostitution, beer selling, daily-wage labour, etc. do provide
an income to sustain life. On the other hand, data from
Akaki Beseka suggest that such low-status activities
provide only minimal financial rewards. Except in the
rarest cases, the occupations provide few opportunities
for mobility
The
informal income occupations do offer 'opportunities' to the poor but they are opportunities for
subordinate status and continued poverty, not mobility.
Even most craft production and petty trade is of such
small scale that it rarely generates enough capital to
get beyond subsistence... It is, therefore, a great
distortion to characterize these informal
income
activities as personally or socially satisfying. For
most individuals these are survival activities, and
their rewards are minimal financially.
(Mullenbach, op. cit.: 226p).

...

But the definition of "informal occupations" used by Mullenbach in the quotation above is much narrower than the definition suggested by Hart, for instance (see chapter 5). Furthermore, I do not think that it makes sense to talk about "the
poor" in a population where, by European or North American
standards, almost everybody could be described as destitute.
For the majority of the population of Shashemene, Akaki Beseka
and other Ethiopian towns, life "is about" subsistence. Bringing occupations belonging to the informal sector, as defined by
Hart and others, into the analysis makes it possible to understand how people manage to subsist in urban environments in
Ethiopia and elsewhere.

Incomes
We can use the economic classification of occupations carried
out by the five Shashemene tax assessors to obtain a general
indication of the approximate income level of the heads of
household in the town in 1970. Table 6.6 gives the cumulative
distribution of monthly incomes of heads of household.

Table 6.6
RELATIVE INCOME DISTRIBUTION OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD
Shashemene in 1970. Sample figures.

...............................................................

Cumulative
distr.

Income group
No

%

Monthly income Eth.$
6: $
5: $ 31-45
4: $ 46-105
3: $ 106-260
2: $ 261-660
1: $ 661-2,100

84
244
270
83
78
158

9.2
35.8
65.1
74.2
82.7
100.0

Total

9179~

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

* Income could not be assessed for 10 individuals(cf. Table
6.3)
Source: Primary data from CS0 survey 1970; assessment of
incomes for different occupations made by five tax collectors
in Shashemene in 1973.
Using this very roughl1 indicator of the relative income
level of economically active heads of household, we see that
about 35 per cent were in the lowest two income groups, typical
of the "survival occupations", and 65 per cent were in occupations estimated to earn, on average, less than Eth.$ 105
monthly.

Summary
The economic opportunities in Shashemene in 1970 were primarily
in the areas of farming, trading, petty trading and manual
labour. In addition, there were opportunities in areas related
to transport and distribution, construction, commerce (in shops
and eating places), and government, This corresponds with what
was said in chapter 3 about the economic basis of the town.
Most opportunities were in the informal sector of the economy.

l1 See note 7 at the end of the chapter.

35 per cent of the economically active heads of household
in the 1970 sample were in occupations estimated to earn an average of Eth.$ 105 or more. Another 35 per cent were in the
"survival occupations", earning Eth.$ 45 or less.

Notes to Chapter 6
1. Numerous studies of African urban migration have concluded
that perceptions of relatively better economic opportunities
have caused the majority of migratory movements; see for instance O'Connor (1983:74) and Gugler and Flanagan (1978) who
have summarized the findings of many studies of African
rural-urban migration.
2. In my own two surveys I deliberately refrained from asking
questions about income, partly because only salaried
employees are able to give accurate replies (but then only
on incomes from their regular jobs), and partly because
questions about income always arouse suspicion and hostility
among respondents (for a further discussion of the problem
of measuring economic differentiation in African towns, see
BjerGn, 1975). Asking about "additional sources of income"
have produced inconclusive replies in other surveys I have
undertaken. I therefore refrained from asking such questions
in the Shashemene study.
3. The five assessors were all employed by the Ministry of Finance as tax assessors in Shashemene. In order to estimate
the degree of agreement between the five assessors I
compared how they had ranked ten common occupations. The ten
occupations were: Trader, farmer, seller of t'ela and arak'e
(home distilled alcohol), daily labourer, military, tailor,
driver, mechanic, carpenter, and prostitute. Comparing two
assessors at a time and using the Kendall Rank Correlation
as a measure of agreement, I found a range of 0.72 to 0.94.
The average correlation was 0.85. In fact, one assessor
differed from the four others. Excluding him, the average
correlation was 0.90 with a range from 0.85 to 0.94. The
deviant tax assessor had lived only 1 year in Shashemene,
whereas the others had all been in the town for ten years or
more. All five were in perfect agreement about the relative
placement of occupations at the extremes of the rank order,
and had the same assessment of the four most common
occupations in relation to one another.
4.A delala ("broker") is a go-between in many economic
transactions. When people want to hire a servant, rent a
house, or sell a car they will often turn to a broker, as
will persons who are looking for jobs, have a house to rent

or want to buy a car. The broker's fee is shared between the
two parties to the transaction.
5. Hugh Mullenbach studied the industrial town of Akaki Beseka,
about 20km south of Addis Abeba 1972-1974. Akaki Beseka was
in the same size of towns as Shashemene in 1970. But the
character of the town was quite different since the economy
of Akaki Beseka was dominated by industry, more than 50 per
cent of a sample of households in 1974 being employed in
industry.
6. Discussing only the occupations of heads of household will
lead to a systematic under-representation of work performed
by (dependent) women and children. Certain occupations, such
as domestic servant, will also be under-represented.
Nevertheless, I have chosen to concentrate on the work of
heads of household since the information of this category of
respondents is generally more reliable and can therefore be
more readily analyzed than data about other household
members.
7. I must remind the reader that the assessment of the "income
earning" capacity of occupations was made primarily in order
to rank occupations in relation to one another.

Chapter 7

Channels to Opportunities in Shashemene

Chapter 6 showed what the economic opportunities were in
Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s, in which fields most
heads of household were occupied, and on which economic level
the people of Shashemene were to be found. I shall now carry
the analysis further by analyzing the stratification of the opportunity structure.
In chapter 5 I referred to the strong emphasis on the ethnic division of labour in the literature on African urbanization. It was said that, for a variety of reasons, urban opportunities in Africa are not open equally to people of different
ethnic backgrounds. Through the ethnic structure people are
channeled to different parts of the opportunity structure. But
it was also said that ethnicity is not the only factor affecting the individual's possibilities of managing in town: gender
and education were said to be two others.
Before I go on to analyze the relation between occupation,
ethnicity, gender and education I shall put forward yet another
way of ranking occupations, namely according to their social
prestige.

The Prestige of Occupations
In the previous chapter, the occupational structure of
Shashemene was analyzed in terms of the relative economic ranking of individual occupations. In an attempt to measure another
dimension of the occupational structure I used the ranking of
occupations according to social prestige. Rankings of the prestige of occupations in African urban areas have been undertaken
for different reasons, among others by Mitchell & Epstein, 1959
and Mitchell, 1966 (in Central ~frica). The prestige ranking of
occupations in the Shashemene study was undertaken in order to
find a device for detecting actual social stratification among
occupations practised in the town. The approach was quite

unpretentious; as such, I found the method useful for its
purposes.
The procedure was the as follows. Five "wise old men of the
town"' were asked to order the occupations mentioned in the
1970 CS0 survey in a rank order of social prestige. They had no
difficulty in grasping the nature of the concept "social prestige" or what they were supposed to do. Bringing their five individual judgments together produced the following social rank
order of occupations in shashemene2.
Table 7.1
SOCIAL PRESTIGE RANK ORDER OF OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE 1970
Coordination of five independent judges.

...............................................................

Group 1:
"Urban occupations" - Regional manager of the Ethiopian Board
of Telecommunications, Pharmacist, Advocate, Lawyer, Treasurer,
Bridge constructor, Secretary, Teacher, Head of Archives, Payer
of Salaries.
Group 2:
"Urban occupations"- Mill owner, Military, Policeman,
Accountant, Contractor, Bar owner, Reporter.
"Interstitial occupationt'- Farmer.
Group 3:
"Urban occupationst'- Mechanic, Driver, Garage Worker, Tea Room
owner, Shop owner, Tele Operator, Electrician.
"Interstitial occupations1'- Meat trader, Trader, Textile and
Clothes trader,
trader, Cattle trader, Grain trader.
Group 4:
"Urban occupations"- Goldsmith, Linesman for Ethiopian
Electricity, Light and Power Authority (EELPA), Pipemaker,
Carpenter, Housebuilder, Mason, Watchmaker, Storekeeper, Guard,
Tailor, Bicycle renter, Application writer, Cashier for
millowner, Tractor driver, Barber.
Group 5:
"Urban occupations"- Prostitute, Dancer in night club, Waiter
in bar, Gari driver, Cook, Shoemaker.
Group 6:
"Urban occupations1'-Clothes washer, Delala.
"Interstitial occupations"- Sellers of: Water, spices, pepper,
ensete, injera, sugar cane, t'ela, arak'e, maize, potatoes,
salt, bananas, milk.
Group 7:
"Urban occupations '- Slaughterer for butcher, Assistant in
house building, Assistant to tailor.
f

See note 1 at the end of the chapter.
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.

Grou 8:
&occupations1':
- Blacksmith, Tanner, Weaver.
Group 9:
"Urban occupations"- Mud Wall plasterer, Porter.
"Interstitial occupationf1labourer.
Group 10:
"Urban occupations" - Shoe polisher, Servant, Shepherd, Nurse.
Group 11:
"Urban occupation"- Beggar.

ail^

...............................................................

Not possible to rank: Employee of Bess Co., Employee of Meat
Board, Tax collector, Postman, Painter, Student.
$:Alcohol distilled from honey
Source: Averages of five independent assessments by "wise old
men of the town", Shashemene 1973.
At the head of the social prestige ranking order came occupations requiring considerable education or familiarity with the
written word (secretary, teacher, head of archives) or control
of money (treasurer, payer of salaries). All of these occupations are distinctly urban in character.
In the second category we find two occupations of a literate or monetary character (accountant, reporter) but also occupations implying wealth (mill owner, bar owner and contractor all in the wealthiest category in the economic ranking order)
and three traditional occupations, placed considerably higher
socially than economically (farmer, policeman and military).
In the third social prestige group were the wealthier of
(wholesale traders of different
the interstitial occu~ations
kinds) as well as owners of smaller establishments, and some
skilled workers.
In the fourth group we mainly find skilled workers and
craftsmen.
The fifth group included service occupations of a personal
kind (prostitute, dancer in night club, waiter, cook). Moving
into this group we have crossed the line between "very respectable" and "less respectable" occupations.
The sixth group is dominated by low-income interstitial occupations (dominated by women), mainly petty traders and brewers and sellers of alcohol3.
The seventh group included assistants to craftsmen, by implication people who would be young or unusually unfortunate.
In the eighth group we find the traditional low-status
crafts of blacksmith and tanner, but also that of weaver.
The ninth group included daily labourer and occupations related to being a daily labourer.

3 According to the judges, a prostitute has more social prestige than a woman selling local beer and spirits.

In the second lowest group were occupations most frequently
held by children or youngsters (shoe polisher, servant etc.)
Finally, we find that the least regarded occupation of all
was that of being a beggar.
The social prestige ranking order of occupations as it
emerged from the judgments of the five old men in Shashemene
corresponds closely to the socio-cultural ranking order frequently ascribed to the Amhara by anthropological observers.
This is, for instance, how it was described by Shack in his
study of Gurage in Addis Abeba,
Urban occupational roles... are differentiated according to status and prestige models based on traditional
Amhara socio-cultural norms. In the general order of
Amhara social ranking, high status is ascribed to administrative, ecclesiastical and military roles, while
low status... is ascribed to merchants, skilled and
semi-skilled
artisans, craftsmen, hawkers, domestic
servants, and manual laborers.
(Shack, 1974:267)
Using ten frequent occupations4 to compare agreement between the occupational social prestige and economic ranking order, I found that there was little agreement5. However, there
is a great deal of agreement toward the bottom of the ranking
orders. The lowest two income groups include most of the six
lowest social prestige groups. There appears to have been more
social than economic differentiation among occupations in
Shashemene.

The Ethnic Occupational Structure
I shall now address the problem of actual differentiation in
urban opportunities. As in the previous chapter, the occupational structure is the instrumental definition of "opportunity
structure". First the occupations held by men of different ethnic identity will be identified. Women's occupations will be
discussed in the following section6.

See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
The Kendall Rank Correlation was only 0.325 for the two ranking orders.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.

The four largest ethnic groups
How were the four largest ethnic groups, with more than 100
male heads of household included in the sample, distributed
over the three groups of occupations discussed in chapter 6 ?
Table 7 . 2
OCCUPATIONAL GROUP AND ETHNIC IDENTITY
Male heads of household in Shashemene in 1970. Sample figures.

..............................................................
Amhara Welayita

Number of male
heads in sample
% in sample
% economically
active in sample

Oromo Gurage

No.

333
42

126
16

115
15

110"
14"

785

42

16

15

1 4

748

34

22

16

16"

402

44

12

13

18"

96

53

8

13

10"

250

% in "interstitial"

occupationsf:;k
% in "trad.urbanl'
occupations
% in "other urban"
occupations

*

Balance is made up of persons from smaller ethnic groups
Of male heads of household active in respective group of
occupations.
Source: Primary data from 1970 survey of Shashemene
The Amhara were under-represented by more than 5 per cent in
the group of "interstitial" occupations, and the Welayita overrepresented by more than 5 per cent. In the group of "other urban" occupations the reverse was true. The Oromo and the Gurage
were represented in all three occupational groups by approximately the same proportion as their respective proportions in
the entire sample of economically active male heads of household.
However, even though the Oromo and Gurage groups were of
roughly the same size and had a similar representation in the
different occupational groups, there were important differences
between them if one looks at the individual occupations held
within each group of occupations.

The interstitial occupations and the ethnic structure
Varying proportions of male heads of household assigned to the
four largest ethnic categories were to be found in the four interstitial occupations: 45 per cent of the Amhara, 75 per cent
of the Welayita and 60 per cent of the Oromo and Gurage. They
were dispersed over the four occupations in the following manner:
Table 7.3a
PROPORTION OF MALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD IN THE FOUR LARGEST
ETHNIC GROUPS, BY INTERSTITIAL OCCUPATION
Shashemene 1970. Sample figures

...............................................................
Rank of
occupation
Ec.Soc.

Ethnic category
Amh.

Wel.

Oro. Gur.

60
27
9
4

24
15
12
49

65
20
10
5

13
70
12
5

Total

100

100

100

100

Number
% of economically active in
interstitial occupations

136

92

66

63

45

75

60

59

Farmer
Trader
Petty trader
Daily labourer

4
1
5
6

2
3
6
9

Source: Primary data from the 1970 CS0 survey of Shashemene.
The Amhara and Oromo followed approximately the same pattern. The majority of both groups in the interstitial occupations were farmers, followed by traders, with small percentages
engaged in petty trade and daily labour. Farmers and traders
made up 87.5 per cent of all male Amhara householders in the
interstitial group, and almost 85 per cent of the Oromo. The
main difference between the two groups was that a higher proportion of Oromo than of Amhara were to be fourid in the interstitial group altogether.
The Gurage differed from the Amhara/Oromo in that trade
was by far the most important interstitial occupation. 70 per
cent of the "interstitial" Gurage were involved in trade directly. Farming, petty trade and daily labour were all relatively unimportant by contrast.
The Welayita showed yet another pattern. Among them, menial
labour occupied nearly 50 per cent of the male heads of house-

hold in the interstitial occupations, with farming in second
place. Trade and petty trade were less important. The Welayita
were also the group with the highest proportion within interstitial occupations, about 75 per cent.
In Table 7.3b. below I compare the relative importance of
the different ethnic categories within the four interstitial
occupations.
Table 7.3b
PROPORTION OF MALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD IN THE FOUR INTERSTITIAL
OCCUPATIONS, BY THE FOUR MAJOR ETHNIC GROUPS
Shashemene 1970. Sample figures
Interstitial Occupation:
Ethnic
category

Petty
Farm. Trad. trad.

Daily
Of all
lab. inter.0~.

%

%

%

%

90"

92"

85"

89a

45

63

%

Amhara
Welayita
Oromo
Gurage
Total
Number

174

120

88$<
402

* Persons from smaller ethnic groups make up the balance.
Source: Primary data from 1970 CS0 survey of Shashemene.
The Welayita dominated the daily labour occupation - about
70 per cent of all daily labourers in Shashemene in 1970 had
Welayita identity. The Amhara made up the largest single group
among the farmers, with 46 per cent, and the Gurage the largest
single group among the traders (37%).
In conclusion, we can say that the Amhara, who for political and historical reasons had the highest prestige among the
ethnic categories present in Shashemene, were most represented
in farming, the occupational group given the highest social
ranking among the interstitial occupations. The Welayita dominated the daily labourers, one of the occupations with the lowest economic as well as social rewards. The Gurage was the most
pronounced one-occupation ethnic category; Table 7.3a shows
that 70 per cent of Gu.rage male heads of household were within
one single occupation. Because of the fairly large number of
traders in general, and the relatively few Gurage, they did not
dominate the occupation, however, to the same extent as the Welayita did within their specialty. Nevertheless, nearly 40 per
cent of the traders were Gurage. The Oromo were farmers to al-

most the same extent as the Gurage were traders, but because of
their smaller number totally made up only 25 per cent of all
farmers

.

The urban occupations and the ethnic structure
.4>
Table 7.4a shows how the male heads of household from the four
largest ethnic groups in the 1970 sample were distributed over
urban occupations.
More than half of the economically active male Arnhara heads
of household were in urban occupations, and of these threequarters were in the non-traditional, primarily in adrninistration, education and technical work. These occupations were
highly valued, both socially and economically.
Only a quarter of the Welayita male heads of household were
in "urban occupations". In many occupations they were few, being more than five only in blacksmithery and weaving and in
technical jobs.
40 per cent of the Oromo were in urban occupations, and
they were relatively evenly spread over the range of occupations. Their most frequent job was that of guard, followed by
jobs in administration and education.
Like the Oromo, 40 per cent of the male heads of household
of the Gurage were in urban occupations. They were most commonly guards or skilled workers, but there were also some tai- '
lors and transport workers (particularly gari drivers).

Table 7 . 4 a
PROPORTION IN FOUR LARGEST ETHNIC GROUPS, BY URBAN OCCUPATION
Male heads of household.Shashemene 1 9 7 0 . Sample figures

...............................................................
Rank of
occupation
Ec. Soc.

Ethnic category
Amh.
%

"Traditional"
Bar-,shopowner
Police, Military
Tailor, Goldsmith
Delala
Blacksmith, Weaver
Other

1
4
2
3
5
5- 6

2
2
4
5
8
5- 8

Total proportion$: in "trad."
occupations of all in urban
occupations.
"Other urban"
White-collar workers
Skilled workers,
technicians
Carpenters, other
craftsmen
Transport:drivers
Transport:others
Service: Guards etc
Other

Wel.

z

Oro. Gur.
%

3
10
5

%

-

-

11

13

-

-

-

16

-

4

-

-

-

24

36

28

39

1-4

1- 2

24

-

14

-

2- 4

3-4

21

16

11

16

76

65

72

61

174

31

43

44

Total proportion* in "other urban"
occupations of all in urban
occupations.
Total number in "urban"
occupations

...............................................................
% in urban occupations of all
economically active male heads
of household
57
25
40
40

Key: -

= Group represented by less than 5 individuals
In these proportions the "less than 5 individuals" are
included. They are therefore not equal to the sum of the
percentages above.
Source: Primary data from CS0 survey of Shashemene in 1 9 7 0 .
''c

We shall now look at the relative importance of the different ethnic groups in the various urban occupations.
Table 7.4b
PROPORTION IN "URBAN" OCCUPATIONS, BY FOUR MAJOR ETHNIC GROUPS
Male heads of household. Shashemene 1970. Sample figures

...............................................................
Rank of
occupation
Ec. Soc

Ethnic category
Amh.

Wel.

%

%

Oro. Gur.
%

%

no.

...............................................................
"Traditional"
Bar-, shopowner
Police, Military
Tailor, Goldsmith
Delala
Blacksmith, Weaver
Other

1
4
2
3
5
5-6

2
2
4
5
8
5- 8

-

50
77
30

-

-

39

-

19
-

30

-

-

50
...............................................................

Proportion* in all
"trad."occupations

44

12

13

18

96

...............................................................

"Other urban"
White-collar
workers
Skilled workers,
technicians,
and craftsmen
Transport:drivers
Transport:others
Service: Guards
etc.
Other

10
22
27
10
13
14

1- 4

1- 2

70

-

10

-

59

2- 5
2
3- 6

3-4
3
3- 5

56
48
45

6

9

10

-

-

30

80
29
20

5
3- 6

4

37
36

10

21

13

5-8

Proportion$( in all
"other urban" occupations

53

8

13

10

Proportion in sample

42

16

15

14

...............................................................

...............................................................

48
14
250

...............................................................

Key: -

= Group represented by less than 5 individuals
In these proportions the "less than 5 individuals" are
included.
Source: CS0 survey of Shashemene in 1970.

The Amhara dominated the two most prestigious occupational
groups: the military and police, and the jobs in administration

and education. By force of their large numbers and high involvement in the more urban sector of the economy in Shashemene
they were, in fact, the largest single ethnic group in almost
all occupational groups. Amhara domination was most pronounced
in the occupational groups with relatively high status. They
were over-represented in relation to their proportion in the
sample in the group of "other urban" occupations as a whole.
The Welayita were over-represented in one group of occupations: the traditional crafts of weaving and blacksmithery.
They were under-represented among the "other urban" occupations
as whole.
The Oromo were represented in all occupational groups, but
only in small numbers in the groups with high social status
rank. The highest concentration of Oromo in the urban sector of
the economy was in the service occupations, among guards, waiters etc.
Like the Oromo and Amhara, the Gurage were also represented
in all occupational groups. Their single most frequent occupation in the urban sector was tailoring, but they were also
over-represented among "other" transport workers, as gari and
cart drivers.

The smaller ethnic groups
96 (almost 13%) of the economically active male heads of household in the 1970 sample belonged to other ethnic categories
than the four discussed in the previous section. Of these 40
were Tigray, 32 ~ e m b a t aand
~ 24 Arabs and people from groups in
Kefa, Gamo Gofa and other areas.
The Tigray people were to be found, in numbers more than 5,
among the farmers, the drivers, the mechanics and the tailors.
However, as I have already mentioned, many more Tigray people
commuted to Shashemene from the Tigray settlement nearby. The
majority of the Tigray settlers in and around Shashemene were
farmers, but the Tigray presence in Shashemene was most easily
noted in the technical occupations.
10 of the 32 Kembata householders were farmers and 5 were
daily labourers. The rest were dispersed among various occupations but none were in the high status administrative jobs.
The "others" were scattered among the lower-status occupations, apart from five who said they were traders. Of these,
two were Arabs (both incidentally married to Tigray women), one
was Somali, one Adar (from Harar) and one spoke "gamonya" (was
from Gamo Gofa). Apart from the individual from Gamo Gofa,
these traders were all from Muslim groups traditionally engaged
in long distance trade.
And Hadiya.

Ethnic Stratification in Southern Ethiopia:
The Literature
In the previous section we have seen an outline of the ethnic
division of labour in Shashemene in 1970, using the Second
Round of the Urban Survey of 1970 as the empirical basis for
our analysis. The findings were in accord with what has already
been described in the literature on Ethiopian urbanization.
This is of particular significance, since all previous analyses, except that of Hugh Mullenbach, have been made on the basis of material collected mainly through observation. The convergence of results from qualitative and quantitative research
approaches makes the conclusions more convincing than they
would otherwise have been.
The conclusions drawn by several scholars have, in short
been the following: In the towns of southern Ethiopia there is
a close correlation between ethnic identity and occupation. The
occupational specialization of an ethnic group is related to
the power position and social status of the group in the social
structure of contemporary Ethiopia and to its internal organization.
Fecadu, for instance, has written explicitly about the
principle of ethnic division of labour in the towns in the
southern part of Ethiopia.
Most Ethiopian towns are ethnically diverse. And these
ethnic groups settled in towns for different types of
reason, and play essential and specialized roles in the
economic,
political and
cultural
life
of
the
towns...Different ethnic groups are distributed over
different types of trades, services and administrative
roles. These are dictated by sources of power that the
ethnic group has at its disposal, traditional values
and the way in which an ethnic group is organized internally (e.g. patron-client relations and voluntary
associations).
(~ecadu,1972:90 )
Horvath wrote as follows about the occupational roles of
different ethnic groups on the basis of a study of twenty-one
small towns in the immediate surroundings of Addis Abeba. The
investigation was undertaken at the beginning of the 1960s:
The relationship between the Amhara and non-Amhara
groups varies a great deal. The ~alla"', on one hand,
have readily accepted Amhara norms, whereas on the
other hand, the Gurage have largely resisted Amharization. The distinction between the Amhara and Galla is
diminishing rapidly in many of the towns. Certain occu-

pations have traditionally been regarded as ignoble by
the Amhara, and non-Amhara have performed these tasks.
Trade is but one of these ignoble occupations and traditionally Muslims conducted the foreign trade. More
recently, Gurage have come to also engage in trade and
have
been displacing the Muslims in this occupation
Today the Gurage represent a small but conspicuous minority within the study area, where they are engaged in fresh vegetable cultivation, in various aspects of eucalyptus production, and in the retail
shops,as merchants in towns and periodic markets.
(Horvath, 1968:44) $:Here called Oromo.

...

Knutsson carried out a social anthropological study of a
market village among the Macha Oromo (Galla) in Welega
Province, western Ethiopia, at about the same time as Horvath
did his study. His observations are variations on the same
theme of ethnic occupational specialization.
However, a tendency for single groups to monopolize
certain
sectors of community life is evident and
overtly manifested. The administrative machinery is in
the hands of predominantly Amhara officials...In the
sphere of economic exchange shopkeeping is more or less
monopolized by Gurage immigrants from the south-western
part of Shewa province while grain trade is in the
hands of Moslem Galla immigrants from Jima.
(Knutsson, 1969:96)
Shack wrote about the Gurage in particular; - his observations quoted below are based on field-work among Gurage in Addis Abeba at the beginning of the 1960s.
By and large, most urban labor undertakings of individuals of lower-status ethnic groups, such as the Gurage,
fall within the second category /of low status occupations/ and over the years the particular ethnic group
as a whole has become identified with certain occupational specializations; for example, like the Dorze
with weaving and the Wallamof: with building construction. In the same way, market trade, cottage industries, domestic work, and manual labor are mainly, but
not exclusively the undertakings of urban Gurage, and
they are more extensively engaged in market trade and
the variety of services linked to it than any other
Ethiopian urban group.
(Shack, op.cit.:67)
Here called Welayita.
The authors quoted above wrote about the relation between
the ethnic and occupational structures of Ethiopian towns as

the framework within which their respective studies took place,
but ethnic stratification itself was not the object of their
empirical studies. Nevertheless, we see that their remarks
tally with the empirical findings from Shashemene. This is also
true of the empirical findings from the Akaki Beseka study.
Mullenbach wrote the following about the ethnic stratification
of the economy in Akaki Beseka:
There
is an association of ethnic identification,
occupation, and income throughout the socio-economic
structure of the town. Although the occupations are not
ethnically segregated, there are indications that the
combination of structural constraints on opportunities
and ethnic patterns of adaptation have led to a pattern
The domiof ethnic differentiation in occupations
nant Amhara are over-represented in the wealthy and
non-labor categories -- the traditionally high-valued
positions with relatively high incomes...
The Gallaf: contrast with the Amhara. Although they have
effectively entered all the occupational fields, the
in factory
employment
Galla
are over-represented
(particularly in the lower-income positions), in farming, and in the survival activities of beer selling and
daily-wage labor. Unlike the other ethnic groups, the
Galla have radiated throughout the occupational fields,
which is consistent with their cultural heritage
Whereas the Galla entered many fields, the other historically subordinate major ethnic group, the Gurage,
has specialized in the entrepreneurial field - trade
and crafts.
(Mullenbach, op.cit.:212pp) $:Here called Oromo.

...

...

The picture that emerges is that of a particular form of
ethnic distribution of urban opportunities, which is specific
to southern Ethiopia, but which in its general outline conforms
to conditions elsewhere in urban Africa, as they were described in chapter 5.
However, the general agreement among researchers about the
nature of ethnic differentiation of opportunities in urban
Ethiopia must not blind us to the complex nature of ethnic
stratification. First, the "where" and "when" of ethnicity are
of primary importance. Ethnicity in northern Ethiopia, with its
relatively homogeneous population, must be an entirely different phenomenon from what it is in the poly-ethnic southern
towns. The Amhara domination of the prestigious and rewarding
positions and their absence from the more menial ones can only
be noted away from Amhara regions; in "Amharaland" the pauper
as well as the prince is Amhara. The period is also important;
conditions referred to in the quoted literature as well as in
the study of Shashemene all pertain to Ethiopia before 1974.

The many historical events since then may well have had an impact on ethnic stratification.
Second, there are other factors that we have already mentioned as conditioning the effects of ethnic stratification.
One of these is gender and we shall move on to a discussion of
women, men and the urban opportunity structure in the next section.

Gender and Opportunities in Shashemene
We shall look first at the occupational structure of female
heads of household in order to compare men and women in the
economic sphere where both were active, namely the non-domestic
sphere.
In 1970, male and female heads of household were to be
found in the different occupations in Shashemene as is shown in
Table 7.5.
A large majority of the economically active female heads of
household in the 1970 sample stated that they were traders or
petty traders8. As we can see from Table 7.5, the economic activities of female heads of household were restricted to a much
smaller occupational range than that of men. From the analysis
of the economic and social ranking order of occupations we know
that the specifically female activity of petty trade in t'ela
and arak'e was very lowly rated in both dimensions9.

See note 5 at the end of the chapter.
In the economic ranking order, these occupations were in
group 5 (out of 6) and in the social ranking order in group 6
(out of 11).

Table 7.5
OCCUPATIONS OF FEMALE AND MALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD IN SHASHEMENE
Proportions. Sample figures from 1970.

...............................................................
Female

Male

Total

%

z

Total

100

100

'100

No. of respondents
Proportion economically
active

168

748

916

82%

95%

92%

%

Traders and petty
traders
Bar owners, shop owners
Others economically
active

Source : Primary data from CS0 survey of Shashemene in 1970.
One consequence of the restricted occupational opportunities open to women was that the occupational difference between
ethnic groups among women was much smaller than it was among
men. In Table 7.6 we can see how the major ethnic groups were
distributed over female occupations in Shashemene in 1970.

Table 7.6
FEMALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD. OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION BY FOUR
MAJOR ETHNIC GROUPS IN SHASHEMENE
Proportions. Sample figures from 1970

Ethnic category
Amh. Wel. Oro.

Gur.

Z

%

%

%

no.

...............................................................

Trader and petty trader
56
14
13
10"
153
Bar owner
(1)
6
(5)
Others
(5)
(1) (1)"
9
...............................................................
Total
167

...............................................................

Proportion of ec. active
of all female heads of
household in sample
Proportion female heads of
household in ethnic group
Figures within brackets are absolute numbers.
Balance is made up of smaller ethnic groups.
Source: Primary data from the 1970 CS0 survey of Shashemene.

*

Table 7.6 shows that economically active female heads of
household were working in basically the same occupations, regardless of their ethnic identity - with one important exception. There were six female bar-owners in the sample, and of
those five were Amhara. These bar-owners deserve a special comment.

Strategic use of men: Prostitution
For some reason, prostitutes were seriously under-represented
in the L970 urban survey. Out of 206 female heads of household,
only 1 was said to be a prostitute, with 2 more "probables"lO.
There could be several reasons for this under-sampling; the
10 Who were said to be "bar traders".

most likely is that the prostitutes were included among the
arak'e and beer sellers if they belonged to the categories of
"kiosk consorts" or "petty madames" and were excluded by the
nature of their dwelling (bars not bein classified as domestic
residences) if they were "bar consorts
If we use the relations found in a 1 per cent household survey carried out in Addis Abeba in 197412, where a third of the female heads of
household were classified as "prostitutes", there should have
been at least 65 prostitutes in the Shashemene survey13. In the
Akaki Beseka survey of 542 households, Mullenbach found about
30 per cent of the female heads of household receiving money
from prostitution, but most often in addition to other sources
of income. He estimates that 40 per cent of the arak'e and
t'ela sellers in Akaki Beseka augmented their incomes in this
way. If the same relation held true in Shashemene, 60 of the
alcohol vendors in the 1970 sample could have been prostitutes.
Adding the 6 bar owners and the three probable prostitutes, we
arrive at an estimated minimum figure of 6914.
The six female bar-owners in the 1970 sample belonged to
the aristocracy among prostitutes. Both socially and economically they had climbed as high as any woman on her own is
likely to reach in an Ethiopian small town. We recall that the
tax assessors placed the bar-owners among the wealthiest persons in the community and in the social prestige ranking order
they were in the second category, along with the military and
farmers, whom we have seen are regarded as of traditional high
status. Lakech Diresse describes the "rnadames" likes this:

.

The most successful women in the business become
madames - the top of the ladder in terms of income and
prestige. Most of the madames started by working for
other madames or as Kiosk consorts... As a rule, the
madames have wealthy clients whom they take on as
lovers. The madames have a triple source of income:
their liquor trade, the percentage they get from the
young bar-consorts who work under them, and what they
make from their own clientele. And of course, gifts
from their lovers are sometimes substantial in the form
of gold, jewelry, even a house or a plot of land. The
mean monthly income of the madames in the sample is
Eth.$2,300. The maximum reported is $5,400. The madames
usually own property, lead luxurious lives, and as a
result have attained high status.
(Lakech, op.cit.:59-61).
l1 See chapter 4 for definitions.
For details, see Lakech, 1978:xi.
l3 Considering the character of Shashemene I would rather exect a higher proportion of prostitutes in Shashemene.
P4 Again, I would expect the proportion prostitutes to be
higher in Shashemene than in Akaki Beseka.

In Shashemene, the tax assessors expected a bar-owner to
earn around $2,000 a month, a professional prostitute (with no
other occupation) about $185, a dancer in a night club $70, and
a t'e1.a seller $40. It is undeniably of some significance that
5 of the 6 female bar-owners in the 1970 s a m ~ l ewere Amhara. We
have already seen how the Amhara male heads of household were
over-represented in male high-reward occupations. Now we find
that Amhara women dominated the only highly rewarded occupational niche for women.
Mullenbach found furthermore a general relation between
ethnic identity and prostitution. In Akaki Beseka, the Amhara
were over-represented among all prostitutes and the Gurage were
under-represented (~ullenbach,op.cit.:ZZS). Lakech found the
same relation between ethnic identity and prostitution in Addis
Abeba (Lakech, op.cit.:70). Judging by the 1973 survey in
Shashemene, a similar relation held true there. Table 7.6 gives
at least an indication that this was probably so in the 1970
sample as well; as we see the Amhara have the highest proportion of female-headed households, followed by the Oromo, with
the Gurage and the Welayita at approximately the same level.
Prostitution has its own hierarchy of occupations. Of the
types found in Shashemene, the "kiosk consorts" were on the
lowest rung economically and socially, followed by "bar consorts", "petty madames" and female bar-owners. Even if one
might very well say that "prostitution
is an easy-entry profession for which a woman needs no capital, credentials, experience or guarantors" (Lakech, 1978:3.44) this is not altogether
true. A woman needs certain qualities to be able to enter the
field of prostitution. The type of qualification needed varies,
of course, with the level.. To begin as a bar consort, a woman
would have to be young, attractive, and childless, and to have
at least some kind of patronage from a bar-owner. A madame or
petty madame15 would need capital and political connections to
get the permit to operate. For many there would also be a price
to pay. Among the Amhara, prostitution is a profession which
carries no social stigma. A prostitute is able to retain her
links with her relatives, to marry and have children. Among the
Gurage, on the other hand, she would risk being killed if she
were found out and would have to sever all links with her relations. The different Oromo groups vary in their attitude toward
prostitution (Lakech, op. cit.: 70pp).
In a town like Shashemene, where there was a large population of prostitutes and intense competition among drinking establishments of different kinds, many women would not qualify
as prostitutes. There remained for them only two alternatives:
petty trading and marriage.

...

lS Defined in chapter 4.

Table 7.7
CHARACTERISTICS OF UNIONS BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN IN URBAN ETHIOPIA

......................................................................................................
Partner

Contract

Sanction

Domestic
arrangem.

Duration

Transaction

......................................................................................................
Religious
marriage

Single

Formal
non-hire

Jura1 &
religious

CO-residential

Permanent$:

Civil
marriage

Single

Formal
non-hire

Jural

11

11

Permanent"*

Jural &
religious

II

11

I!

Temporary

l

II

It

Formal
hire

Jural

II

11

11

II

Informal
non-hire

None

II

11

Mistress

If

It

Informal
hire

None

Visiting

11

II

Lover

Multiple

Informal
non-hire

None

It

It

It

l1

II

Informal
hire

None

II

11

Wage
marriage
"Living
together"

Prostitution

If

$

It

II

!I

It

Polygamy

Temporary

It

Sexual
and
Domestic
services
in return
for a
living,
home,status.

S & D serv.
for pay
S & D serv.
for a
living.
Sexual service
for same plus
gifts
Sexual service
for same

It

Sexual service
for pay

.......................................................................................................

* Divorce is not permitted. *$C Divorce is easy to obtain. *$c* Only one& m partner. Polyandry
is not found in Ethiopia.
Source: Adapted from table 1, page 14 in Lakech Diresse, 1978, "The socio-economic position of women
in Addis Ababa: The case of prostitution.", Unpublished PhD dissertation, Boston University.

Strategic use of men: Marriage
From the above description it becomes clear that the women in
Shashemene in the non-domestic economic sphere were restricted
to a few economic niches. In the only one of these where there
was some possibility of economic and social advancement, prostitution, women in fact tapped the resources of men rather than
created resources on their own. But most adult women found
their livelihood in a different economic sphere altogether,
namely the domestic sphere, as wives.
To my mind, there is no doubt that the economic aspect is
the most important with regard to marriage in the Ethiopian urban context. There are, of course, other aspects as well, but
in a situation where most people are living under subsistence
conditions, and where women on the whole are excluded from all
but "survival" occupations, the economic aspect of marriage becomes of primary concern.
There are many different types of union between women and
men in urban Ethiopia. In an earlier paper, Lakech has suggested that one should regard the types of union as a "marital
continuum" with indissoluble church marriages at one extreme
and prostitution at the other (the prostitutes being "public
wives") (Lakech, 1973). In her dissertation on prostitution she
has put forward a typology of unions between women and men in
urban Ethiopia. The types are looked at from a female point of
view (Table 7.7).
The well-being of a married woman depends largely on the
economic opportunities available to her husband. This means
that if there were no inter-ethnic marriages, a woman's ethnic
identity would determine her economic standard to the same extent as it would her husband's. In ethnic groups with some occupational diversity, women could advance economically through
a strategy of judicious divorces and re-marriages. In more constrained groups, women would have to remain on the same level
as their male CO-ethnics.

Male dependence on women
When the population structure of Ethiopian towns is compared to
that of other African towns the large proportion of women is
always pointed out as an exceptional characteristic, usually
explained by the large numbers of divorced women flocking to
the urban areas16. In order to understand this difference a
number of important factors should be noted. First, historically women were an integral part of Ethiopian towns from their
inception. This is in dramatic contrast to conditions in east

l6 See for instance O'Connor, 1983, pages 71 and 79.

and central Africa under colonial rule, where African women
(unless themselves employed as domestic servants etc.) were not
allowed to reside in town. These conditions still prevail in
the Republic of South Africa. Second, in Amhara and Tigray
groups (the groups first represented in Ethiopian towns) persons of both gender were needed to practice agriculture. It has
therefore never been possible for men to migrate alone for extended periods, leaving wives and children to manage on their
own. Furthermore, married men and women had joint economies in
the rural areas, apart from the capital brought into the marriage by either party. This again meant that common residence
was a prerequisite for a viable marriage. If a husband (or
wife) was absent for more than a "reasonable" period, the remaining partner would be considered free to re-marry.
The condition of daily life in Shashemene that made it possible for women to use men as their main strategic resource, by
sharing their assets through marriage, was the dependence of
men on women for vital domestic services17. For a man to eat,
drink and be dressed every day the work of women was necessary.
Even though the median income for male heads of household was
considerably higher than that of all heads of household18, 60
per cent of the male heads earned less than Eth$ 105 per month.
For most men, the low income levels made it impossible for them
to buy the domestic services necessary for daily life. The obvious solution to this problem was to set up their own household together with a woman in some sort of marital union. Other
alternatives were to get together with men in the same position
and hire a maid, or to do the work themselves in turns, or to
attach themselves as lodgers to an already established couple.
The skill and time necessary to perform basic domestic work
(not to mention sexual taboos) made it very difficult for a man
to live on his own.
To find a woman to marry was apparently possible for most
men. In the 1973 survey I found very few men above 30 years of
age who had never been married. The few adult bachelors were
included in the households of other men. There were a few divorced men, but there was no telling for how long they had been
on their own. Most men who are deserted by their wives will
find another one before long. And there is a considerable marital turn-over, as men and women find someone "better" to marry,
or decide that their current union is unacceptable. Between
1965 and 1972, 26 out of 93 women identified as "wives" in the
CS0 survey of 1965 had left their husbands. As mentioned before, in the 1973 survey I found that 45 per cent of ever-married adults had lived in more than one marital union.
l7 See note 6 at the end of the chapter.
l8 Eth$ 73 against Eth$ 43, using the economic assessments as a
rough indicator of average income for the various occupations.

Gender and ethnic stratification
From the above analysis of the opportunities open to women,
what conclusions can be drawn about the relation between ethnic
stratification and gender in Shashemene? Beginning with marriage, inside which most adult women make their living most of
the time, there was some inter-marriage in Shashemene at the
beginning of the 19701s, but not sufficient and not in the
"right" direction to counteract other tendencies of ethnic differentiation. Women, on the whole, were married to men of their
own ethnic identity and shared the conditions that were open to
men from that particular ethnic group.
The independent women supported themselves by petty trade
and prostitution. Even though petty trade at least seems to
have been open to women of all ethnic categories, one must be
aware of the temporal aspect of the trade. For most women,
selling alcohol was a temporary measure between husbands.
Whereas a divorced man had to find a new wife as soon as possible - or he would not eat - beer trading was a measure by which
a woman could postpone her next marriage. If she was successful
she might stay in the trade. I was given the strong impression
that many women would have preferred to remain independent, if
it had been economically feasible, and that force of circumstances more than anything else made them remarry. The same
could be said of prostitution. A successful prostitute would
rather strive to become a bar-owner, than to marry. If not successful, then marriage could be an alternative (for Amhara
women, at least).
In conclusion, then, gender does not appear to counteract
ethnic differentiation except marginally. I agree with parkin19
that there are many aspects of the informal economy within
which independent women carry out their economic activities,
that favour non-ethnic behaviour. Nevertheless, marriage remains the most viable strategy of survival for most women in
the longer perspective. Since most women marry men of their own
ethnic category, this means that the ethnic differentiation
among men will affect the lives of women indirectly through
their marital relations.

Education and the Opportunity Structure
In the introduction to this chapter I stated that education
could be thought of as a second factor, in addition to gender,
20 See the discussion in chapter 5.

counteracting the ethnic structure. In the eyes of the ordinary
person, the position and life-style of a highly educated man
are more important than his ethnic affiliation. Education and
patronage at times neutralize the effect of the ethnic structure and elevate an individual from a low-status group. The respect accorded an individual in day-to-day interaction is determined by his station in life. Fecadu has suggested that
achieved status takes precedence over ascribed status when the
two are not congruent.
However, the most significant indices not only of status and social stratification are those which are
achieved in the economic, political and ritual positions irrespective of ethnic background. Ethnic status
is subordinate to these urban criteria of social stratification. In everyday interaction in towns, an individual is assigned status according to his consumption
pattern (e.g. clothes, car, house, food and drink,
etc.) and behaviour; these are assumed to reflect a
person's social standing. The landed aristocracy and
high government officials stand at the apex of the social ladder. This is followed by top businessmen and
middle-range government civil servants, followed by
middle and lower class categories which constitute the
rest of the urban population.
(Fecadu, 1972:97).
The data from the 1970 survey do not allow for an analysis
of educational attainment and ethnic identity. There were a few
individuals in the material in elevated positions, demanding
some education, who were not Amhara. The 1973 survey shows
clearly that among adults education was still closely linked to
ethnic identity. So, even if educational status did indeed
override ethnic identity in determining a person's economic and
social status, there were still very few non-Amhara/Tigray
adults to profit from this condition. There were indications
that the situation, in the current generation of school-children, was changing in the direction of a more equitable distribution of education.

Conclusion
The analysis of the stratification of the opportunity structure
of Shashemene in 1970 showed that there was a definite relation
between a person's ethnic category and the social prestige of

his or her stated occupation. The relation was more pronounced
for economically active men than for women. However, the tendency for ethnically homogeneous marriages meant that married
women as a whole, sharing social position with their husbands,
could be differentiated according to the same principles as
men. But the relation between ethnic category and the social
prestige of occupation was not absolute. Individuals from the
larger ethnic categories could be found in a range of occupations with different social prestige. And inter-ethnic marriages did occur which meant that some women, at least theoretically, stood a chance of leaving the restrictions of their own
ethnic category.

Notes to Chapter 7
1. The old men were all Amhara and the ranking order of occupations they produced corresponds well with what has been suggested about dominant cultural values among the Amhara in
the anthropological literature. The actual process of
ranking was arranged by the Village Level Worker at the
Community Development Centre in Shashemene in 1973, Ato
Makonnen Haile Meskel, who also selected and instructed both
the tax assessors and the old men.
2. The judges were asked to rank the occupations in ordered
groups. They were themselves allowed to decide on the number
of groups. 2 drew up 16 groups, 1 15 groups and 2 14 groups.
When coordinating the judgments I put together adjacent
groups for each judge to make a common number of 11. For an
occupation to be ranked on the common scale, at least 2
judges had to agree on its order. To estimate the degree of
agreement between the judges I compared how they ranked ten
common occupations. The ten occupations were: Trader,
Farmer, Seller of t'ela or arak'e, Daily labourer, Military,
Tailor, Driver, Car mechanic, Carpenter and Prostitute.
Comparing two judges at a time and using the Kendall Rank
Correlation as a measure of agreement, I found a range in
correlation of 0.572 to 0.916. The average correlation was
0.711. There was thus less agreement among the "old men" on
the social ranking order of occupations than was the case
among the tax assessors on the economic ranking order of the
same occupations. This could either be because there is a
greater variation in opinion about social than about
economic ranking order - or it could be because the "old
men" were less homogeneous as judges than were the tax
assessors who, if this was the case, may not have accurately
reflected variations in perception of economic rank.

3. These are the same occupations that I have used to measure
the degree of agreement between the judges of economic and
social prestige ranking order of occupations, namely:
Trader, Farmer, Seller of t'ela or arak'e, Daily labourer,
Military, Tailor, Driver, Car mechanic, Carpenter and
Prostitute.
4. Since men and women had quite different kinds of occupations, as we shall see further on, and the ethnic groups had
varying sex ratios in Shashemene I shall analyze the two
genders separately so that an occupational difference
between persons of different ethnic identity cannot be
confused with a difference because of gender.
5. About 10 per cent of these said they were "traders" and 90
per cent "petty traders". Of the petty traders in turn, 90
per cent sold home produced alcoholic beverages.
6. The experience of men in other African urban systems, where
adult men go to town alone, performing the domestic services
for themselves, wives and children remaining behind for long
periods, shows that the dependence of men on women is a cultural construct. This does not lessen its usefulness when it
comes to explaining how women are able to tap the resources
of men in Ethiopian towns.

Chapter 8

Comparison: Migration to Shashernene
and Ethnicity

In this chapter the relation between migration to Shashemene
and the ethnic structure of the town will be indicated. First,
I shall compare and analyze the migration patterns of the different ethnic groups represented in Shashemene, to see if the
aggregate pattern can be understood better in terms of the migration histories of the component ethnic groups. Second, I
shall compare the demographic data available about the characteristics of the different groups to see what light such a comparison can throw on the relative social positions of the different groups, which again influence their migration patterns.

Migration Patterns of the Different Ethnic Groups

Types of migration career
In Table 2.11 it was shown that migrants to Shashemene had considerable variation in their urban experience, measured in the
number of places lived in prior to Shashemene. I have used this
fact to differentiate migrants by their type of migration career, meaning the form of their migration path described in
terms of the number and character of their places of residences
including their birth-place, on the way to Shashemene. Six
types of migration career can be identified:
M1:Born in Shashemene, never migrated;
M2:Born in rural area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M3:Born in another urban area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M4:Moved once before migrating to Shashemene;
M5:Moved twice before migrating to Shashemene;
M6:Moved three or more times before migrating to Shashemene.

The types are not completely congruent since the last three do
not take account of the character of the migrant's birth-place.
In Table 8.1 I have summarized the distribution of ethnic
groups over the different types of migration career.
Table 8.1
ETHNICITY AND TYPES OF MIGRATION CAREER
1973 sample in Shashemene
Ethnic group:

1

2

3

4

5

6

Total

In sample
of hh+wives
Number
Per cent

811
38

43
20

35
17

27
13

15
7

10
5

211"
100

In type of mig.
career:
No in M1
No. in M2
No. in M3
No. in M4
No. in M5
No. in M6

7
9
13
23
13
16

3
15
4
10
5
6

1
19
9
5
0
1

6
7
1
4
5
4

0
0
5
2
1
7

0
5
2
2
0
1

17
55
34
46
24
35

Total

81

43

35

27

15

10

211

.............................................................

* 8 persons from smaller ethnic groups are not included in the
table
Key to ethnic groups: l=Amhara, 2=Gurage, 3=Welayita, 4=0romo,
5=Tigray/Eritrean, 6=Kembata.
Key to type of migration career: M1:Born in Shashemene, never
migrated; M2: Born in rural area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M3:Born in another urban area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M4:Moved once before migrating to Shashemene; M5:Moved twice
before migrating to Shashemene; M6:Moved three or more times
before migrating to Shashemene.
In Tables 8.2a and 8.2b I have joined migration career
types 5 and 6. Table 8.2a gives the proportion of migrants from
the different ethnic groups within each type of migration
career. It shows what proportion of the persons in migration
type 1 etc. belonged to the Amhara, Gurage, etc. group. The
bottom line shows the proportion of each group in the entire
sample (less those belonging to the "other" category).
There were 82 heads of household and wives but only 81 migration histories.

Table 8.2a
ETHNIC PROPORTION IN DIFFERENT MIGRATION TYPES
1973 sample in Shashemene

.............................................................
Ethnic group

l

2

3

6

%

%

4
%

5

%

Z

%

41
16
38
50

18
27
12
22
18

6
35
27
11
2

35
13
3
9
15

0
0
15
4
14

0

Total
no. %

.............................................................
Mig career 1
M2
M3
M4
M5+6

49

9

5
4

2

Total in number
Proportion in
sample:

17
55
34
46
59

100
100
100
100
100

2 11
38

20

17

13

7

5

.............................................................

100

Keys to the table: See table 8.1
Table 8.2b shows in diagrammatic form when the proportion
of a given ethnic group deviates more than 5 per cent from the
proportion in the sample.
Table 8.2b
RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS
IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF MIGRATION CAREER
1973 sample in Shashemene

.............................................................
Ethnic group

l

Mig. career 1
M2
M3
M4
M5 + 6

0

0

+
+

2
0

+0
0

3

4

5

-

+

-

+
+
-

0

-

0

-

+
+

0

6

0
0
0
0

- .

. deviates more than -5% from proportion in sample
0 : within +/- 5% of proportion in sample
+ : deviates more than 5% from proportion in sample.
Key: See Table 8.1.
Two ethnic groups are over-represented in career type 5+6,
that is among those who have moved twice or more before migrating to Shashemene. Both groups are correspondingly under-repre-

sented in type 2, which represents the traditional rural-urban
migration. The two groups are the Amhara and the Tigray. Both
groups have their rural homelands at a considerable distance
from Shashemene. This is particularly true of the
TigrayIEritrea group from the two northernmost provinces in the
country, but also for the Amhara one has to reckon with at
least 300 km as the minimum distance to the genuine
"Amharaland". It is therefore quite understandable that the two
groups have come to Shashemene primarily from other tcwns.
It is less easy to explain why the TigrayIEritreans are
also over-represented in the group that has come to Shashemene
directly from some other urban area. Since they stem from the
areas farthest away one would expect them to have touched down
at least somewhere on the road to Shashemene. However, closer
inspection shows that only two of the five direct movers were
"independent" migrants (in the very limited sense of not having
been brought to Shashemene by someone else). Of these, one was
transferred by his employer since he was a teacher. In
Shashemenc, he gave up teaching to trade in alcohol. The other
"independent" came to Shashemene to be with an elder brother
was already involved in trading there - in turn helped by an
uncle of both of them. Of the three dependent migrants, two had
been brought to Shashemene by relatives with land claims in the
area. The third had been brought as a bride from her birthplace, which was Addis Ababa. The relatively high proportion of
direct migrants among the Tigray can thus be explained as a result of a high proportion of "second-generation" migrants: people who followed in the migratory foot-steps of relations who
may have moved to Shashemene in quite different ways. Such a
chain migration probably accounts for a considerable proportion
of direct migration from birth-place to Shashemene among other
ethnic groups as well.
The Amhara and Tigray/Eritrea groups make up 45 per cent of
the sample and their migration pattern therefore heavily
influences the aggregate migration pattern to Shashemene.
Two groups are over-represented among career type M2: the
traditional rural-urban migrants. These are the Gurage and the
Welayita, who together make up about 35 per cent of the sample.
The Gurage are under-represented among the migrants who have
come directly from some other urban area - a reflection maybe
of there being few towns in Gurageland - but are otherwise proportionally represented in the remaining career types. The Welayita, on the other hand, are over-represented in both directmoving migration types - and under-represented in the three
others. The fact that they are few among the persons born in
town could be an indication either of their being relative newcomers to Shashemene or of the group not settling in the town
to the same extent as other groups.
The Oromo present a confusing picture. On the one hand,
they form the only group over-represented among persons born in

Shashemene, but, on the other hand, they are not under-represented among the migrants who have moved many times. This contradiction may be an effect of the composite nature of the
Oromo group. In it are included both Arsi people from the ethnic sub-group originally inhabiting the Shashemene area, and
Shewa-Oromo from the same rural homelands as some of the
Amhara
Finally, the Kembata are the smallest among the ethnic
groups in the tables. They are under-represented only among the
persons born in town; they are proportionally represented in
the remaining 4 types of migration career.
We shall now look at the the same figures in another way,
namely, to see how the different types of migration career are
represented within each ethnic group.

.

Table 8 . 3
RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF DIFFERENT MIGRATION CAREERS IN DIFFERENT
ETHNIC GROUPS IN 1973 SAMPLE

.............................................................
l
%

2
%

3

4
%

5

6

2

2

%

9
11
16
28
36

7
35
9
23
26

3
54
26
14
3

22
25
4
16
33

0
0
34
13
53

0
50
20
20
10

100
81

100
43

100
35

100
27

100
15

100
10

Average number
2.3
of moves$:

2.0

1.2

1.6

2.5

1.5

Ethnic group

Prop. in
sample

.............................................................
Type of mig.
M1
M2
M3
M4
M5

+

6

8
26
16
22
28

.............................................................

TOTAL
no. in sample

100
211

............................................................

:k including the move to Shashemene.
Key: See Table 8 . 1 .

In Table 8 . 3 the relation between the different ethnic
groups is somewhat modified. The Amhara and the TigrayEritreans still form a group of their own, with few direct
rural-urban migrants, a high proportion having moved twice or
more (about 6 5 % ) , and a high average number of moves per
person.
But it no longer appears appropriate to group the Gurage
and Welayita together. The connection with the local region is
much stronger for the Welayita than for the Gurage: 8 3 per cent

of the Welayita as against 5 1 per cent of the Gurage were born
in town or were direct rural-urban or inter-urban migrants. As
a consequence, the Welayita had only made 1 . 2 moves per person
on average and the Gurage 2 . The Kembata came directly to
Shashemene to about the same extent as the Welayita, but had on
the average moved more.
It seems then that we can divide the ethnic groups into
four different migration patterns. One, represented by the
Amhara and Tigrayl~ritreans,consists of people who have often
made several moves, with only about a third of the migrants being born in or moving directly to Shashemene. One, represented
by the Welayita and Kembata, consists of people who have made
few moves on the way to Shashemene, with 70 per cent or more
coming directly to the town. The Gurage and the Oromo have
their own distinct patterns, in between the two other groups.

Distance and last place of residence
Let us now look at the distance of the last move to Shashemene
and the ethnic identity of migrants. In the table below I have
made only a rough characterization into (relatively) short-distance moves and (relatively) long-distance moves. In the first
category are grouped those who had as their last place of residence before Shashemene rural areas in the four awraja close to
the town, or towns in the region. Those coming from other rural
areas, from Addis Abeba or from towns far away are grouped together as long-distance migrants.
Table 8 . 4
DIFFERENT ETHNIC CATEGORIES BY DISTANCE OF MOVE TO SHASHEMENE
Proportions. 1973 sample

.............................................................
Ethnic group

2

3

4

5

6

47
53

70
30

94
6

33
67

20
80

70
30

58
42

100
74

100
40

100
34

100
21

100
15

100
10

100
194

l

.............................................................

Short-distance
Long-distance

.............................................................

Total
no.

............................................................

$C Total proportion in sample
Key:
- See Table 8 . 1 .

From Table 8 . 4 we see that the Amhara and Tigray were longdistance migrants in their move to Shashemene, more frequently
than all other groups except the Oromo. Two-thirds of the Oromo

migrants had come to Shashemene from afar, but they differed
from the Amhara/Tigray in that a smaller proportion altogether
had migrated. The Welayita, in particular, were pronounced
short-distance migrants, but also among the Gurage and the Kembata short-distance migration was most frequent.
As we have seen in previous chapters, people moved to
Shashemene from many different places. Only Gurage (60% from
areas in "Gurageland"), Welayita (76% from Wollamo awraja) and
Kembata (7 of 10 from Kembata awraja) can be said to have had
common regions of residence before moving to Shashemene. For
all ethnic groups except the Welayita, Addis Abeba was the single most frequently mentioned last place of urban residence.

Reasons for coming to Shashemene
Even though the economic motive dominated in all groups, there
were differences in how individuals from different groups described their reasons for coming. Among Amhara men in the sample, nearly 60 per cent came to Shashemene because they were
looking for work or were transferred by their employers (18%
mentioned transfers). The number of transfers among the Amhara
is easily understood in terms of their dominance in formal occupations, particularly government, service.
Among the Welayita 88 per cent of the men replied that they
came to Shashemene looking for work - none was transferred.
Gurage men phrased their reasons for moving to Shashemene
in terms of trade. 56 per cent came looking for trade.
The reasons given by the Oromo varied: four of the ten who
had moved from somewhere else came to trade, and three because
they were looking for work or because they were transferred.
Among all women marriage was the most frequently mentioned
reason for moving to Shashemene. Only the Welayita women had a
large minority coming to work - 7 out of 1.8.

Conclusions
In the sample of heads of household and wives from
Shashemene in 1973 there were differences in migration patterns
between people from different ethnic groups. The Amhara and the
Welayita were at the two extremes. The Amhara migrants were
most often inter-urban migrants, they had moved more than once
in a majority of cases, more than half were relatively longdistance migrants and they had no common region of residence
before arriving in Shashemene. The Welayita migrants were often
rural-urban migrants, they had only moved once in a large majority of cases, they were most often short-distance migrants

and they had a common region of residence before arriving in
Shashemene.
The Gurage and the Oromo had migration patterns that were
distinguishable from those of the Amhara and Welayita, but
where some characteristics were common to those of the Amhara
and some to those of the Welayita. The Oromo appeared to be a
heterogeneous group, including both local elements from the immediate vicinity of Shashemene and people with extensive migration histories from the region at large.
Of the smaller ethnic groups, the Tigray had a pattern similar to that of the Amhara, and the Kembata a pattern similar
to the Welayita.
Looking at the geographical origin of the different ethnic
groups, their diverse migration patterns appear quite logical.
The birth-places of the Amhara heads of household and wives of
the sample stretched from the northern province of Begemdir
province to the southern province of Sidamo. Many were born far
away from Shashemene. And of those who were not, the Amhara
born in Shashemene or in the southern central region were
nearly all children or grand-children of soldiers, who themselves were born in the northern parts of the country. If we
contrast these geographical origins with those of the Welayita,
where practically all heads of household and wives in the sample as well as their parents in turn were born in Welayita
awraja in Sidamo, it seems quite logical that the migrant
Amhara arrived in Shashemene by many more steps than the direct-moving Welayita. In the same way, the migration patterns
of the other ethnic groups can be understood in terms of their
various geographical origin.
However, there are other circumstances concerning the migration of different ethnic groups that cannot be understood
with reference to geographical conditions. Geographical origin
may help to explain the migratory behaviour of an individual
group, but it cannot throw any light on the question of relative ethnic representation in the town. The reason why individuals from different ethnic groups were tempted to come to
Shashemene is in any case difficult to analyze on the basis of
individual data. But the data to hand may throw some further
light on the relative position of individuals from different
ethnic groups once they were in Shashemene and on the characteristics of the various ethnic groups.

The Character of the Different Ethnic Groups in
Town
In Table 8.5 I have detailed some of the demographic characteristics of the different ethnic groups represented in
Shashemene. I have excluded the small groups of Tigray and Kembata; the discussion will now be concerned with the four major
groups: Amhara, Gurage, Welayita and Oromo. These four groups
were all represented by more than 10 per cent in the 1973 sample2.

Sex and age composition
Comparing the four different ethnic groups we find a striking
difference in the overall sex ration. Of all groups, it is only
the Amhara that show a surplus of women. The Gurage have a
relatively balanced number of women and men in town. Both Welayita and Oromo have a surplus of males which is greater than
the surplus of women among the Amhara. However, when we look
instead at the sex ratio for people above 20 years of age, the
balance between men and women change somewhat. The Arnhara group
still shows a surplus of women, but both Gurage and Welayita
have a balanced representation of men and women, and it is only
the Oromo who still have a surplus of males which, however, is
much smaller than the dominance of women among the Amhara.

Also in the sample surveys from 1965 and 1970.

Table 8.5
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF ETHNIC GROUPS IN SHASHEMENE
Sample figures from 1973. Per cent.

.............................................................
Ethnic groups

Arnh. Gur. Wel.

Or.

.............................................................

Number in sample
197
99
91
80
14"
35
18
16
Total proportion in sample
.............................................................
Sex and age:
Sex ratio
85 106 122 121
83 100 104 111
Sex ratio for persons > 20
Median age: Men
18
20
20
15
Women
20
20
23
15
Proportion younger than
10 years
27
32
21
34
Proportion of all in sample
who were born in town
32
30
20
45
Household composition:
Proportion l-person households**
22
22
10
6
Proportion female heads of
household
31
26
20
14
Proportion inter-ethnic
householdsf:~~:
34
26
29
58
Proportion heads of interethnic households>~f:>~f:
65
43
14
40
Civil status:
11
14
18
8
Proportion single: All
(above 20)
Men
22
24
23
16
Women
2 4 1 2 0
Proportion divorced:All
22
8
8
11
9
4
4
5
(above 20)
Men
Women
33
12
12
18
Religion:
More than 10 belonging to
religion other than Ethiopian
Orthodox
No
No
No Yes
Literacy:
Proportion able to read and
write:
Men above 20 years old
60
28
4
18
Women above 20 years old
23
12
0
7
Boys 5-19 years
79
80
70
62
62
61
25
33
Girls 5-19 years
* balance is made up of persons from other ethnic groups.
** of all households with heads from the particular ethnic
group
Of all households with more than one person in which
persons from the particular ethnic group were living. *ftf:* Of
all households with representatives from the particular ethnic
group and from some other group.

,.,.

"'L"
0

Looking at the proportion of the entire sample that was
born in Shashemene, we find that the Oromo show the highest
proportion by far, and the Welayita the lowest. The Amhara and
Gurage were about the same. Having a high proportion born in
town should be related to having a high proportion of the group
younger than 10 years old, and we see that the Oromo have the
highest proportion of youngsters and the Welayita the lowest as
one would expect. However, the Gurage also have a relatively
high proportion of children; this could be an indication that
they have more family migration to Shashemene than the Welayita
and the Amhara, for instance. We can easily see if this is the
case by looking at the proportion of children below the age of
10 who were not born in town. We now find that this proportion
is highest among the Gurage, 38 per cent, and lowest among the
Welayita, 16 per cent, with the Amhara occupying an intermediate position, 25 per cent. This agrees with the earlier indication that the Gurage may have more families migrating to
Shashemene than the other two groups.
Looking at the median ages in the different groups, we see
that they were fairly close to one another, the exception being
the median ages of Oromo and Welayita women. Oromo women were
young, 50 per cent younger than 15 years, and the Welayita
women were relatively old, 50 per cent older than 23 years. The
difference may be a reflection of the Welayita female migrants
coming to Shashemene on their own more often than the Oromo female migrants, and the fact that Oromo were more frequently
born in Shashemene, than Welayita.

Household size and composition
There was a considerable difference between the ethnic groups
in the proportion of l-person households in the sample. Among
the Amhara and Gurage, about 20 per cent of heads of households
lived alone. This was more than twice the proportion among the
Welayita and the Oromo. The proportion of female-headed households followed the same pattern - the highest proportion of female heads of household being among the Amhara followed by the
Gurage, the Welayita and the Oromo - but the differences were
not as large. This may mean that Amhara and Gurage women lived
alone to a larger extent than the Oromo female heads of household. There were indications that this may in fact have been
the case: females living alone made up about 10 per cent of the
households in the first two groups, but only 1 person among the
Welayita heads of household was in this category, and there
were none among the Oromo.
In contrast to the differences found in the proportion of
single-person households, there was no large difference between

the ethnic groups in the proportion of large households (with
more than 5 members).
Another matter of interest is the extent to which people
from the different ethnic groups formed households together. In
this sample we see that the Gurage were the most self-contained
group; only a quarter of all households containing a Gurage
person (and having more than one member) also included people
of other ethnic identity. The Oromo, on the other hand, often
lived together with people from other groups. Nearly 60 per
cent of all households including Oromo people were inter-ethnic. This observation accords with reflections about the different character of the Oromo and Gurage social structures made
by Mullenbach (1976: 94pp)3.
Although the Gurage and Galla systems are similar in
respect to the emphasis placed on kinship ties and absence of patron-client relations, the Gurage do not
manifest the inclination to affiliate with or incorporate groups not recognized as kinsmen and therefore
Gurage. The inclusion-exclusion principle of the segmentary lineage system in the case of the Gurage is not
complemented by an orientation toward friendly affiliation recognized among the Galla... The kinship principle for the Gurage has meant that bases of association
can be readily established among distantly related
Gurage in the context of ethnic opposition, such as in
the city. However, in contrast to the Galla, the kinship principle is used to define an ethnic boundary
rather than establish new more inclusive bonds of affiliation.
(~ullenbach,1976: 95p)
The "multi-ethnic" or "inter-ethnic" households could be of
two different kinds. The first would be where an otherwise homogeneous household employed servants, or other kinds of employees "living in", from another ethnic group. The second
would be where people joined together on more equal terms - as
marriage partners, for instance. I have measured the relative
positions of members of different ethnic groups by looking at
the proportion of heads of household of a given group in interethnic households where this group is represented. What we find
is the Amhara often having a superordinate position, the Gurage
and Oromo being in an intermediate position, and the Welayita
rarely being heads in inter-ethnic households (1 case out of
7).

These reflections were in turn based on the work of Legesse,
1973, Levine, 1974 and Shack, 1966.

Civil status
In all groups there was a balance among married people with an
equal number of men and women. This should mean that men and
women of the four major ethnic identities had an equal tendency
to marry outside their own group. It also means that there can
be no question of many married men coming into town on their
own, leaving wives behind in the countryside.
There was no such balance in the distribution between the
sexes of the single and the divorced, however. Looking first at
the single we see that the Welayita have the highest proportion
of unmarried adults and the Oromo the lowest. For the Welayita,
the high proportion of single people stems from a high proportion of single women - the men being unmarried to the same extent as the Amhara and the Gurage.
But behind the high proportion of single Welayita women
there were, in fact, only 3 cases. All of these were domestic
servants. Two lived in their employer's household; the third
lodged together with a younger brother in the house of a man
from Wollamo, who had begun his working life in Shashemene as a
daily labourer but had acquired a donkey and was selling water
in 1973.
The low proportion of single men among the Oromo could be
explained by the high proportion of Oromo born in, or near,
Shashemene. Being at home could make it easier to form households than it would be for men from other ethnic groups who had
moved to Shashemene from elsewhere. Two of the three Oromo men
who were single at the age of over 20 (actually they were all
in their thirties) had moved to the town four years before the
study. One was a Shewa Oromo from Woliso awraja who had come to
Shashemene to farm (on contract, presumably). He had been
joined by a younger relative who had married a local Oromo girl
and they were all living together. The other was an Arsi-Oromo
who had joined a relative born near Shashemene and was farming
with him. The third was an Arsi guard born near Shashemene who
was living with two male friends.
Among the divorced the relations between men and women, and
between members of different ethnic groups, were quite different. The Amhara had the highest proportion of divorced, both
among men and women. In the other three groups, there were one
divorced man and three divorced women per group. Among the
Amhara, a third of all the women over 20 years of age in the
sample were divorced at the time of the survey; this amounted
to 18 persons. I shall discuss the divorced further in the section about migration and gender in the next chapter. For the
time being, we only note the differences between the ethnic
groups.

Religion
Except for a few individuals, the members of all ethnic groups,
apart from the Oromo, were Christians belonging to the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Among the Oromo, nearly 40 per cent
were Muslim and another 5 per cent belonged to Christian denominations other than the Ethiopian Orthodox.

Literacy
Among adults there was a great difference between the different
ethnic groups. The Amhara group included far more people able
to read and write4 than any other group, and the Welayita group
far fewer. The difference is large: 60 per cent of the Amhara
men and 4 per cent of the Welayita were able to read and write.
The adult women generally had a lower rate of literacy than the
men, but the order between ethnic groups was the same. None of
the Welayita women, 7 per cent of the Oromo, 12 per cent of the
Gurage and 23 per cent of the Amhara were able to read and
write.
As we noted already in chapter 4, a change in the literacy
rate was taking place between generations, and we can now see
that this appears to have been the case for all ethnic groups.
For boys between 5 and 19 years of age, the difference in the
literacy rate had diminished considerably. The Amhara and
Gurage had virtually the same literacy rate, about 80 per cent,
the Welayita followed close with 70 per cent5, and the last
were the Oromo with 62 per cent. The difference between males
and females obtained among the younger people also, but was not
quite as large as among the adults. Again, Amhara and Gurage
girls had the same literacy rate, of 60 per cent, followed by
Oromo and Welayita with 33 per cent and 25 per cent6 respectively.

Conclusions
The data pertaining to the major ethnic groups in Shashemene
presented in this section seem quite disparate at first glance.
It is, however, possible to refer the important differences to
a smaller set of factors.
Saying that they were able to read and write, that is.
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.
The low Welayita figure gives an indication of the general
literacy rate for Welayita children living in families in town.

The differences in sex ratio, the proportion of l-person
households and civil status can be referred to a basic difference in the gender systems of the different ethnic groups. By
"gender system" I refer to the entire realm of relations between men and women, male and female in a social and cultural
system. I intend the definition to go beyond the original formulation of Rubin who stopped at seeing the gender system as
the social organization of sex and procreation (Rubin,
1974:165). As used here, the "gender system" regulates the relations between men and women in all spheres of life, be they
production, reproduction or ideology. The data indicate that
there was a difference in the gender systems, particularly between the Amhara and the other groups. The Amhara differed from
the others in having a surplus of adult women in town, a higher
proportion of l-person households and of female-headed households (together with the Gurage), and a much higher proportion
of currently divorced women. In the 1973 sample, the Amhara
women accounted for all of the surplus of adult women in town.
The difference in the proportion of people living in interethnic households may reflect a genuine difference between
groups in the propensity to associate with people from other
ethnic groups - a quality of considerable importance in an urban context. In the Shashemene material, the Oromo were exceptional in this respect.
Another aspect of inter-ethnic association, namely the tendency to incorporate members of other groups in subordinate positions, is linked with position in the socio-economic system.
The Amhara heads of household followed this tendency to a
greater extent than the others, which can be seen as an indication of their holding superior positions in the socio-economic
system more often than the others. In the Amhara group we find
another characteristic linked with a high position in the socio-economic hierarchy: literacy. Among adults, Amhara men were
literate to a larger extent than men from any other group7.
Amhara women were also the most literate among the women in the
four major ethnic groups. The Welayita provide the inverse of
the Amhara in the two indicators mentioned above. They were
heads of inter-ethnic households to a lesser extent than people
from any other ethnic group, and they were illiterate more often than others.

Except the Tigray. In the 1973 sample, 12 out of 13 adult men
were able to read and write and 3 out of 6 women.

Discussion: Mechanisms Behind Migration to
Shashemene
As a social phenomenon, migration is a derived phenomenon, generated by processes inherent in the social, economic and cultural structure of society. The migration histories of people
cannot be understood except in terms of the political, economic
and social history of the country and region where the migrants
have lived.
In central southern Ethiopia, the context is multi-ethnic
and the many different ethnic groups have had their own particular place in the regional history. Before 1974 this history
was characterized by economic and political diversity, conquest
and subjugation followed by the introduction of a universal political and economic system in which one ethnic group, the
Amhara, to a large extent dominated the others. The towns that
developed after the conquest remained for a long time administrative and military outposts of the Ethiopian State, poorly
integrated with the economic and social life of the different
peoples of the region. The rapid growth of many small towns
along the Addis Abeba-Nairobi highway at the end of the 1960s
and the beginning of the 1970s, was induced by changes in the
region that were largely initiated from outside: namely, processes leading to the consolidation of large land-holdings, the
mechanization of agriculture, the development of the transport
system, increase in long-distance trade etc.
At the beginning of the 1970s, the relative position of the
ethnic groups represented in Shashemene was a reflection of the
regional history of central southern Ethiopia. The Amhara and
Welayita represented the two extremes. Despite the fact that
the rural homelands of the Amhara were far away, they were most
numerous and also dominated the most prestigious occupations in
the town. In the Second Round of the Urban survey8 the Amhara
made up about 40 per cent of the male heads of household, but
70 per cent of all white-collar workers in the town and 80 per
cent of the military and the police. In the 1973 migration
study9, 60 per cent of the men over 20 years of age among the
Amhara were able to read and write, and 23 per cent of the
women. The geographical origins of these Amhara heads of household and wives were distributed over the whole of central
Ethiopia, from the northern province of (then) Begemdir, to the
southern province of Sidamo. Respondents born in southern
Ethiopia were practically all children or grand-children of

Data collection was carried out by the Central Statistical
Office in 1970. See further chapters 6 and 7.
Data collection carried out by me and local interviewers in
1973. See further chapter 2.

soldiers. There was a surplus of women compared to men, the sex
ratio being 851°.
The Welayita, on the other hand were as few as the Gurage
and Oromo in the 1970 study, namely about 15 per cent, despite
the fact that the distance between their original rural areas
and Shashemene was considerably shorter than the distance between the rural areas dominated by the Amhara and the town. The
Welayita made up almost 75 per cent of the daily labourers in
Shashemene (the Amhara 8%). On the other hand, there were no
Welayita among the military and police and only individual instances of Welayita being white-collar or other kinds of
skilled workers. In the 1973 material, 4 per cent of the Welayita men over 20 years of age were able to read and write,
and none of the women. All of the Welayita came from one
province, Sidamo, and most from a specific geographical locality, the (then) Wollamo awraja. All fathers of married Welayita
were farmers. There was a considerable surplus of men, the sex
ratio being 122.

Note to Chapter 8
1. The high literacy figure for Welayita boys was caused by the
presence in Shashemene of several groups of Welayita students, all boys, who had come for further education in the
Junior High School in the town. There were no such student
households among the other ethnic groups.

Number of men per 100 women.

Chapter 9

Comparison: Migration to Shashemene,
Occupation and Gender

Migration Patterns of Different Occupational Groups
The analysis of ethnicity and the opportunity structure in
Shashemene outlined in Chapter 7 showed a degree of ethnic
stratification of the opportunity structure. Using the occupational structure as an approximation of the opportunity structure, it was found that there was a tendency for people with
Amhara identity to dominate occupations with high social prestige and high economic rewards. The Welayita, in contrast, were
absent from high reward occupations and dominant in the lowliest kinds of manual work. The Gurage specialized in trade of a
"middle level", that is, they were neither wealthy and prestigious wholesalers in grain or honey, for example, nor restricted to the level of "survival" petty trading. The Oromo
had an ambiguous position since the group included both local
tenant farmers and highland in-migrants with an Amhara profile
to their occupational structure.
The 1 9 7 3 sample of households was too small to allow for
the kind of general analysis undertaken with data from the CS0
survey of 1 9 7 0 . But since it included much more detailed information than the larger sample survey, I shall use it to analyze
the common occupations further and to examine the relations between occupational structure and migration patterns.

Frequency of Occupations in the 1973 Sample
As before, the occupations of men and women will be presented
separately. First I shall summarize the occupational tables for
the different ethnic groups given in the previous chapter, to
see how the relative frequency of occupations in the 1 9 7 3 sample accords with the discussion about channels to opportunities
in Chapter 7 .

Table 9.1
FREQUENCY OF OCCUPATIONS IN SHASHEMENE IN 1973, BY ETHNIC GROUP
Male heads of household. Sample figures

.............................................................

Ethnic group
Trader
Farmer
Craftsmen
Daily labourer
Guard
Soldier
Driver, mechanic
"Civil servant"
Church teacher
Other econom.
active
Pensioner etc
Other not active
no.
Average social
status score1
% in "formal occupations"

l

2

3

1
2

2
1

1

4

5

6:t

Total

4
1

1

2

36

18

16

14

2.9

4.2

7.1

3.3

42

6

18

14

4
3

10

6

100

3.2 2.7
40

17

...............................................................

A Smaller ethnic groups are not included.
See Chapter 5 for a discussion of the formal and informal
sectors of the economy
Key to ethnic groups: l=Amhara, 2=Gurage, 3=Welayita, 4=0romo,
5=Tigray/Eritrean, 6=Kembata

Table 9.1 shows that there were only a few individuals represented in many individual occupations. Comparing the table
with the ones in Chapter 7 the same general trends can be
noted. The Amhara were overrepresented among farmers, and soldiers and guards. They had the most prestigious occupations,
apart from the Kembata who in this small sample were repreThe social status score was described in Chapter 7."1"
denotes the most highly regarded occupations and "11" the least
regarded. In the first group one finds professionals of
different kinds, and in the last beggars. The figure here
indicates the average for the male heads of household in the
respective ethnic group included in the sample.

sented by one teacher, among others, which increased their social status score considerably. Along with the Tigray, the
Amhara were most often in "formal" occupations. The Welayita
dominated in heavy manual jobs, as before, and had the lowest
social status score of all. The Gurage were overrepresented
among traders (65% of the economically active Gurage traded),
as were the Oromo, although not to the same extent.

Characteristics of occupations
Some of the occupations will now be examined more closely, in
particular the relation between migration and different occupations. It seems logical to expect people with different occupations to have different migration patterns. Traders, for example, "ought to" be more mobile by definition than farmers who
"should" be tied to a specific piece of land. Since it has already been shown that the different ethnic groups differ in respect to both migration patterns and occupational structure, it
seems a reasonable conjecture that there is a relation between
these two factors. Perhaps the migration pattern is in some way
a function of the occupational structure. Behind this reasoning
lies the assumption that people with the same stated occupations are essentially of the same kind, as far as occupational
and migration careers are concerned.
Since most occupations are represented in the 1973 sample
by only a few individuals, the discussion will be limited to
four occupations: the two largest, farmers and traders, and the
two mono-ethnic occupations, daily labourers and soldiers. Let
us first see how individuals from these four occupations were
dispersed over different types of migration career.
The numbers are too small for a percentage calculation to
be meaningful. An inspection of Table 9.2 shows that traders
have come to Shashemene in a variety of ways; half were born in
town or had come directly and about half had moved at least
once before arriving in the town.
The farmers were divided into two groups - one consisting
of town-born or rural-urban migrants and the other of people
who had moved at least once. The second group was larger than
the first.

Table 9.2
OCCUPATION AND TYPE OF MIGRATION CAREER
Male heads of household in Shashemene 1973. Sample figures

...............................................................
Occupation
Mig.
Mig.
Mig.
Mig.
Mig.

career
career
career
career
career

Tr
no.

Fa
DL So
no. no. no.

l
2

3
4
5

+6

...............................................................

Total*

30

18

8

6

Key to type of migration career: Ml=Born in Shashemene, never
migrated; M2: Born in rural area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M3:Born in other urban area, moved directly to Shashemene;
M4:Moved once before migrating to Shashemene; M5=Moved twice
before migrating to Shashemene; M6= Moved three or more times
before migrating to Shashemene.
?; Includes people from all ethnic groups
Nearly all the daily labourers had come straight to
Shashemene, mostly from the countryside.
The soldiers were the opposite way round - nearly all had
moved at least once.
Already it is obvious that one of the assumptions suggested
does not hold true: in this small group, the farmers were just
as mobile as the traders. 63 per cent of the farmers (12 out of
19) had moved at least once before the move to Shashemene,
against 53 per cent (16 out of 30) of the traders.
The analysis will now delve further into the details of the
different occupations.

Traders
As I mentioned when I first discussed the character of the
different occupations in Shashemene (in Chapter 6), traders
could be of many different kinds. In the group in the 1973 sample, I included all those who were engaged in trade of any kind
as their major occupation. I did not have sufficient data to be
able to distinguish traders of different kinds from one another. However, it is possible to look at the migration and occupational careers of traders from different ethnic groups to
see if ethnicity plays a role also within occupations.

Table 9.3
TRADERS: ETHNIC IDENTITY AND TYPE OF MIGRATION CAREER
Male heads of household in Shashemene 1973. Sample figures

Ethnic group

Type of migration career
M1
M2
M3
M4 M5+6
no.
no.
no.
no.
no.

Total Addis
no
ever

...............................................................

Arnhara
Gurage
Welayita
Oromo
Tigray
Kembata
Arab
Others

1
1

1
1

1

3

1
2
1

2
3

4

1

2
1
1

2

1
1

5
11
1
6
3
2
1
1

1
5

1

1
1
1

...............................................................
3
5
6
7
9
30
10
...............................................................

Total

Table 9.3 tells us that Gurage, Oromo, Tigray, Kembata and
Arabs were represented among traders who had moved many times.
But since the numbers involved are small the table cannot tell
us very much more. In order to discover if there are important
differences between traders from different ethnic groups, the
types of occupational careers that the various traders have had
will be examined, with the expectation that an inspection of
individual cases will reveal more than tables of a few individuals.
Amhara traders: The Amhara trader who was born in
Shashemene was the son of a man who in turn was the son of a
neft'enya who had been granted land in Shashemene by the government. He traded in grain, probably grown on his father's
land. The two traders who had moved directly to Shashemene were
also grain traders. One was from northern Shewa and the other
from Begemdir. Both had left as adults, both were sons of farmers, one had relatives in Shashemene and the other not.
Of the two who had moved once before coming to Shashemene,
one was himself the son of a Muslim trader. He left his birthplace intent on becoming a trader, apparently with some success
since, after a spell in Metahara, he was now a shop-owner in
Shashemene.
The second trader in this category was born in Dese, the
son of a government official, but had gone to Addis Abeba when
he was quite young - as a consequence of the Italian occupation. In the capital he had learnt to be a car mechanic, and
had moved to Shashemene to be a driver. Once in Shashemene he
had entered the lucrative tej trade.

The Amhara traders were all involved with trade at an advanced level; grain, tej and shop-based trade were all rated
highly both economically and socially as was shown in Chapter
7. Four were first-generation traders.
Gurage traders: The Gurage trader born in town was the son
of a landowning farmer. There were no details about his trading.
Two Gurage had left their rural birth-places to trade in
Shashemene. Both were trading in textiles. One had made
Shashemene his base but moved about in the region. The other
was also a tailor and that was his main occupation in the town,
but he continued trading in textiles (locally-made shema) as
well. Both of them were sons of landowning farmers, and both
had relatives in Shashemene.
Two men had come to Shashemene directly from urban birthplaces. One was born in a town in Sodo Gurage, the son of a
farmerltrader and the other was the son of a trader in Addis
Abeba. The first had worked as an assistant trader to begin
with and was now on his own. The second had come to Shashemene
with his family and had been studying for a while. At the time
of the survey he was involved in petty trade. Both had relatives trading in town.
Three traders had made one move before making the move to
Shashemene. Two had been trading in Addis Abeba and from there
had moved to Shashemene where they had opened shops. One had
moved from his birth-place in Gurageland (Silte) to the small
town of Aje near Shashemene. He had then come to Shashemene
where he opened a kiosk. The three of them had left their
birth-places "to trade'' and had come to Shashemene for the same
reason.
One of the four traders who had moved many times traded in
shema cloth. He had gone from his rural birth-place in Gurageland to the far north, trading in Kembolcha, Asmera, and Debre
Sina. In all of these places he had relatives. From Debre Sina
he had gone to Yirga Alem in Sidamo. There he had been told
(again by relatives) of the advantages of Shashemene and had
come to trade there.
One other traded in ch'at. He had moved from rural Gurageland to Addis Abeba, where he had relatives, to trade. But he
had not succeeded and had instead been working as a servant.
After a time he tried his luck trading coffee in Dila, in
Sidamo. He had no relations in Dila and after a while moved
from there to Shashemene to trade in tea. From that he had
turned to ch'at. Apparently his trade was successful since he
intended to remain in the town. He had relations living in
Shashemene.
The remaining two traders gave no details of the commodities they traded in. One, born in Gurageland, had traded in
several towns in the region: Wollamo Sodo, Leku and then
Shashemene, where he had relatives. The other was the son of a

trader. After studying in Gurageland he had gone to trade in
Addis Abeba, from there to Yirga alem, and then back to Addis
Abeba. He had come to Shashemene, where he had no relatives,
from the capital.
Although three traders had small shops or kiosks, the
Gurage as a group traded in commodities of lower value than the
Amhara traders. Textiles and ch'at were commodities mentioned.
Nearly half of the eleven had lived in Addis Abeba on the way
to Shashemene. Many had moved between towns where relatives
were already established. There are signs of a Gurage trading
network mentioned by other authors2 but more details would have
been needed to describe it. Altogether the Gurage give the impression of being professionals. Trading is not an occupation
that the respondents have drifted into when other things have
failed, or because they accidentally discovered its possibilities. In most cases they set out from their birth-places to
trade, and went on trading.
Oromo traders: As among the Amhara and Gurage, there was
one Oromo trader who was born in Shashemene to a landowning
farmer.
Of the three Oromo traders who had moved to Shashemene from
the countryside, two were born in northern Shewa. Both had left
their birth-places "looking for work" at the age of 10 and had
come to Shashemene where they had relatives. They were selling
sugar cane and maize.
One of the rural-urban migrants was a local man, born near
Kofele in Arussi. He left in his late teens to trade in
Shashemene where he had relatives. He traded in ch'at.
The two traders who had moved many times stated that their
ethnic category was weredj3. One was the son of a sheik (a religious leader among the Muslim) from Akaki, himself born in
Bale Goba. He had moved from Bale to Negele Borana, where he
traded in oxen and from there to Dila, to trade in coffee. In
Shashemene he was trading in cattle and coffee.
The other "weredj" trader was the son of a trader from
northern Shewa. The respondent has left his home area because
of the Italian occupation and spent his childhood as a house
servant, first in Addis Abeba and then in Jima. From there he
had gone first to Dire Dawa and then to Nazret to trade. He had
left his family behind in Nazret, because of the schooling of
his children, and moved on his own to Shashemene to continue
his apparently successful trading.
There was one other person in the most mobile category who
had spent a considerable time trading. He had left his birthplace in the Kofele area with the intention of trading, first
going to Kofele town where, however, he had spent his time as a

*

Hugh Mullenbach, for instance, who compares the Gurage to the
Hausa in Nigeria, described by Abner Cohen.
See note 1 at the end of the chapter

carpenter. From there he had gone to Aje to work as a carpenter
before going to Awasa to trade. As a trader he had come to
Shashemene, where he had relatives, but left trade to return to
his original occupation of carpentry.
From other contexts it has appeared that the Oromo group in
Shashemene was quite disparate. On the one hand, there were
some who one might guess were working as hawkers; on the other,
there were people with impressive trading careers in highly
valued commodities such as cattle and coffee. The group contained both people who drifted into trading and those who were
set on trading careers from an early age.
Tipray traders: Trading was more important in the Tigray
group than is immediately apparent from Table 9.1. In addition
to the three stated traders there were two goldsmiths, who
traded in gold, one retired soldier, who traded in addition to
running a farm on land granted him by the government, and one
manager of a petrol station, who traded in petrol. Most of
these - 4 out of 7 - had moved many times before arriving in
Shashemene and only the two direct-movers (who both went to
relatives in Shashemene) stated that they had moved "to trade".
"Everyone trades but noone wants to talk about it". The occupational alternatives were rated more highly socially and probably therefore preferred. Only one of the fathers of the trading
respondents was a trader himself. He was an Arab from Yemen who
had married a Tigray lady, and brought her to Asmera, Debre
Markos and Addis Abeba before settling in Shashemene.
Kembata, Welayita, Arab and other traders: There were two
traders among the Kembata. Both had come directly to
Shashemene; one was trading in maize. They had left their
birth-places in Kembataland as adults. One had moved away looking for work and the other in order to trade.
The Welayita trader had come directly to Shashemene when he
was 15 in order to trade. He was hawking maize.
The Arab trader was one among many who had come to Ethiopia
from Yemen before the Italian occupatfon. He had moved from
northern towns through Addis Abeba and Negele Arussi before he
finally came to Shashemene, where he owned and ran tea-houses.
The "other" trader, finally, was from Gamo Gofa. He had
left his birth-place because of the Italian occupation and
moved to Addis Abeba where he became a worker in the store at
the Imperial Palace. As an old man he had been given a land
grant near Shashemene as a reward, and he was now living in the
town trading.

About traders
The traders had quite varied occupational careers. A distinction could be made between those who had started their migration career with the intention of trading, and who had then
stayed in that occupation, and others who had been looking for

work in general, or who had in fact had other kinds of occupations, and then ended up trading (at the time of the survey).
Gurage and Muslim traders were more frequent than others in
the "professional" group. Even though the numbers are small,
trade still appears to be a more common occupation among Muslims than among others; 10 of the 30 male traders were Muslim,
compared to less than 15 per cent among all male heads of
household.
The Muslim traders were more mobile than the others. 8 of
the 10 had moved at least once before making the move to
Shashemene, as against 8 out of 20 among the non-Muslim
traders.

Farmers
Farmers were another large occupational category which I have
referred to as "interstitial occupations", practised within
both rural and urban contexts. Farmers, like traders, could be
of many different kinds. It has already been noted that the two
occupations were sometimes combined, with several land
grantees, who had moved to Shashemene because they were given
land to farm, claiming that trading was their main occupation.
The farmers as a group were fewer than the traders, but an
attempt will be made to see if an ethnic pattern can be detected in their migration histories and in their modes of practising the occupation.
There were only four ethnic groups represented among the
farmers. Of these, only Oromo were found in the group born in
Shashemene and only Amhara in the relatively larger group that
had moved many times. Nevertheless, the numbers are small; some
detailed cases are given below to show more of the occupational
and migration careers of farmers.
Table 9.4
FARMERS: ETHNIC IDENTITY AND TYPE OF MIGRATION CAREER
Male heads of household in Shashemene 1973. Sample figures

...............................................................

Ethnic group

Type of migration career
M1
M2
M3
M4 M5+6
no.
no.
no.
no.
no.

Total Addis
no.
ever

...............................................................
Amhara
2
2
6
10
2
Welayita
Oromo
Kembata

2

1
1

1
1

2
4
2

1
1
1
...............................................................
Total
2
5
5
6
18
3
...............................................................

Amhara farmers: The Amhara were the largest single ethnic
group among the farmers, as they were also in the 1970 sample.
This at first appears quite surprising, since the surrounding
countryside is largely populated by Oromo farmers and the
Amhara in Shashemene are such a long way from their own rural
homelands. As it turned out, only one Amhara farmer in the sample was born in Shashemene, and he had left the town to live
elsewhere before returning to begin his farm work there. Of the
two who had moved to Shashemene directly from urban areas, one
had got a job as a tax collector in his home area; he was then
transferred to Shashemene where he later turned to farming. The
other farmer in this category had come to town looking for
"work and land". He had first managed to find land in the
vicinity to farm, and later had also been employed as a guard
at the depot of the sugar firm HVA Wenji in the town.
No persons had come to establish themselves as farmers directly from an urban birth-place.
Two farmers had lived in one town before coming to
Shashemene. One was born in a small town in Gurageland. He left
as an adult together with his wife "to trade" in Alem Tena.
There he heard that contract land was available for farming
near Shashemene and moved to that town instead. The other was
born in Gondbr. He was accepted for further training at the
Community Development Training Centre in Awasa. After working
as a Village Level Worker for some time he used his training to
establish himself as a "modern" farmer on contract land near
Shashemene.
Most of the Amhara farmers had moved about before arriving
in Shashemene. Three had moved twice. One of these was born in
Welo. Together with his family he had moved to rural Gojam,
where he had helped his father to farm. From there he had moved
on his own to Alaba, near Shashemene, where he had some relatives. He could find no job there but worked as a daily
labourer - the only example of an Amhara daily labourer in the
sample. In Alaba he had learnt that land was available near
~hashemeneand he was farming on contract at the time of the
1973 survey.
Another respondent, who had been a farmer for a time but
had found another occupation, had been brought by his family
from northern Shewa to Sidamo, first to Yirga chefe and then to
Wenago. His father was a neft'enya who had been granted land
near Shashemene just before the Italian occupation, but had
never gone to claim his lot. Other relatives had moved to
Shashemene, however; the respondent had had both an uncle and a
grand-father in the town. As an adult he had come to the town
to press his claim at the local court, aided by his relatives.
He stayed on for a while as a farmer, but at the time of the
survey was enrolled as a soldier.
The other person in this migration group who was still a
farmer at the time of the survey, was born in Shashemene. His

father was a soldier. The respondent was sent to study in Gamo
Gofa, where his father had relatives, and then to Welega, where
his mother had relatives. After that he returned to Shashemene
to farm.
All the four farmers who had moved many times, had originally been soldiers. One had been transferred to Shashemene and
left the military there in order to farm. Another had been recruited in Debre Birhan, near his birth-place, and then served
in the Congo with the UN contingent and then in Negele Borana.
There he left the military and returned home to begin work as a
trader in Jeru in northern Shewa. From there he had come to
Shashemene to trade, but had turned to farming instead.
Another Amhara farmer had originally been recruited as an
Imperial Bodyguard in Addis Abeba. He had been transferred to
Jijiga and Negele Borana, where he also had left the military
to begin a trading career. In Negele he had heard that trading
was good in Shashemene and had moved there. At the time of the
survey, he had taken up farming, which he saw as his major occupation, but was still trading as well.
The last in this group of mobile farmers had also been enrolled as a soldier, in Fiche in northern Shewa, where he had
come from Gojam where he was born. From Fiche he had been taken
to Addis Abeba, to Kefa and to Awasa. Finally he was granted
land near Shashemene and had moved there to live.
Few, if any, of the Amhara farmers had inherited land or
tenancy and gone on to farming as a matter of course. Instead,
farming was the end point of varied occupational careers, often
involving trading and military service as well. It is an open
question how many of these self-proclaimed farmers were indeed
agriculturists themselves. I suspect that many of them were
landowners, or land-renters, who hired daily labourers and others to do the actual agricultural work for them.
Oromo farmers: The Oromo farmers had quite a different migration profile. Two were born near Shashemene as sons of tenant farmers who were themselves from the region. Both had gone
straight into farming, without leaving the town or the occupation.
One Oromo farmer was born in northern Shewa, also the son
of a tenant farmer. Near the age of 50 he had left his rural
birth-place "looking for land to farm". When he first came to
Shashemene he had worked as a daily labourer, but at the time
of the survey he was indeed farming rented land.
Another Oromo farmer was born in western Shewa, near
Weliso. He had left to visit relatives in Debre Birhan and from
there had come down to join relatives in Shashemene. At the
time of the survey he was farming with them.
The Oromo farmers give the impression of being
"professionals" in their pursuit of one definite occupation,
very much as the Gurage were described as "professional"

Welayita and Kembata farmers: Of the two Welayita farmers,
one had come straight from his rural birth-place to trade in
Shashemene. At first he had supported himself making and selling pottery but had later turned to farming. The other Welayita
farming respondent had gone to Awasa looking for work. There he
was employed as a farm worker. He left Awasa to work as a farm
labourer in Shashemene, but after a while turned to daily
labour, as a water barrel pusher. Finally, he had found land on
contract and was now farming on his own.
One of the Kembata farmers was born in the countryside
where he stayed until he was nearly 60. He then came to
Shashemene to trade crops from his land in Kembata. At the time
of the survey, he was managing his farm from Shashemene and was
selling his crop there.
The other Kembata farmer had left the countryside to look
for work in Addis Abeba when he was in his late twenties. He
had worked there for some time as a house servant, but moved on
to Shashemene where he had relatives. In Shashemene he turned
to farming.

About farmers
Among the farmers a difference between the ethnic groups in the
mode of following the occupation can clearly be discerned.
The Amhara were the largest single group among the farmers; for them farming in Shashemene was often the end point of
a varied occupational career. Many Amhara farmers had a military background. Five of the ten had been soldiers themselves
and of the remaining five two had fathers who had been soldiers.
The few Oromo farmers included in the sample were
"professional" farmers in the way the Gurage were
"professional" traders, and probably on a quite different (and
lower) level and with a different style from the Amhara.
Farmers in the remaining two groups seemed to have drifted
into farming as the best of the few opportunities available to
them.

Soldiers
80 per cent of the soldiers in the large 991 sample were
Amhara. In the 1973 sample, all currently active soldiers were
Amhara. This amounted to six persons, but there were many more
who had been soldiers and were traders and farmers in 1973.
Most of these men had moved a great deal. Their migration pattern is given in Table 9.5.

Table 9 . 5
SOLDIERS, CURRENT AND PREVIOUS: TYPES OF MIGRATION CAREER
Shashemene 1 9 7 3 . Male heads of household. Sample figures
...............................................................
Type of migration career
M2
M3
M4 M5+6
no.
no.
no.
no.
no.
M1

TotalAddis
no.
ever

...............................................................

Persons who had
been, but were not
2
soldiers
6
6
Persons who were
1
2
3
6
2
soldiers in 1973
...............................................................
Total
1
2
9
12
4
--------------------------------------------------------------28 per cent of all heads of households and wives of Amhara
origin in the 1973 sample had fathers who were or had been soldiers, including all three male heads of household who were
born in the town. Table 9 . 5 shows, again, that military service
brought many of the Shashemene Amhara to the town. 6 persons,
all in the most mobile group, had been soldiers and another 6
were currently soldiers, all in the Territorial Army which had
a camp in the town. Those who had been soldiers had been employed in the regular Army or in the Imperial Bodyguard.
Thus a third of the Amhara male heads of household ( 1 2 out
of 3 6 ) were, or had been, in the military services. Looking at
the most mobile group, those who had moved twice or more before
coming to Shashemene, 8 out of 11 had been or were soldiers.
For many Amhara men, the military services were responsible
both for their being in Shashemene at all and for their specific migration career. They were there because they or their
fathers had been given land grants in the vicinity of
Shashemene in reward for military service, or because they were
transferred there while still in active service. Military service and a military career also implied a great deal of compulsory mobility, as soldiers are transferred to different parts
of the country. One had even been sent to the Congo. This mobility is urban in character to a certain extent; of the 1 2
present or previous soldiers, at least 4 had at some time
stayed in Addis Abeba. This is approximately the same proportion as among the traders. The military services also gave them
a superior social position in the town. Soldiering was rated
among the more prestigious occupations in shashemene4,
The soldier, along with the farmer and policeman, was rated
in the second highest social prestige group. See Chapter 7 .

It can be said, then, that the special characteristics of
work in the military services has to a certain extent shaped
the mobility pattern and social position of the Amhara in
Shashemene, as well as bringing them there. The form of rewards
within the military also explains the high proportion of Amhara
among the farmers, and the specific mobility pattern of the
Amhara farmers.

Daily labourers
Being a daily labourer was also a mono-ethnic occupation in the
1973 sample, All of the 8 daily labourers were Welayita. In the
1970 sample, the Welayita constituted about 70 per cent of the
daily labourers, although they were only 16 per cent of the entire sample. Half of the male heads of household of Welayita
identity were daily labourers in 1973.
The migration pattern of the daily labourers was as shown
in Table 9.6.
Table 9.6

DAILY LABOURERS: TYPES OF MIGRATION CAREER
Shashemene 1973. Male heads of household. Sample figures,

Type of migration career
M3
M4 M5+6
M2
M1
no.
no.
no.
no.
no.

Total Addis
no.
ever

...............................................................
Current
Earlier

5

Total

5

2

8
1

1

1

2

9

1

1

...............................................................
2

...............................................................

I have included in the "daily labourer" category a several
that
occupations apart from that of being a simple "koolie"
is, a person who hangs around, waiting until someone needs help
to carry, dig, build etc. and then finds that person simply by
stepping into the street and calling "koolie, koolie, koolie",
In the daily labour category I have also included those who
push water barrels (actually gasoline drums now used for transporting water), those who work as farm labourers on a shortterm basis and someone who was working in a stone quarry.
There appear to be a certain hierarchy within the daily
labour occupations
Being a "koolie" or a daily farm labourer
seems to be at the bottom of the hierarchy, while pushing a water barrel is slightly more elevated. Two respondents said they
worked as farm labourers, two as "koolies" and one in the stone
quarry. One individual had been able to enter at the level of
water barrel pushing directly, and two others had moved into

-

.

that niche after first having worked as "koolie" and farm
labourer respectively.
Only two of the nine respondents who had ever been daily
labourers had worked outside the occupations quoted above. One
had been moving downwards. He had moved from his birth-place in
Wollamo Sodo to Addis Abeba hoping to trade. After a short time
he had given up moved instead to Shashemene. There he had found
a job at the Community Development Centre but had left that and
was at the time of the survey reduced to being a "koolie". The
other had managed to leave the occupations in the daily labour
category. He had gone from Wollamo awraja to Awasa to be a farm
labourer. After a short stay he had gone on to Shashemene,
where he also first worked as a farm hand. After a while he had
been able to get into barrel pushing and from there he had gone
on to contract farming.
Seven of the nine Welayita men who had been or were daily
labourers had come straight to Shashemene. The remaining two
were the ones who had been or were in other occupations, but
both of these had stayed elsewhere for only very short periods
of time.
Being a daily labourer is a very different kind of occupation from being a soldier. Nevertheless, one can say that it is
the possibility of making a living in daily labour that brings
many Welayita to Shashemene, although this is clearly a different kind of "bringing" from the compulsory transfers that bring
many Amhara soldiers.
Welayita men come to Shashemene looking for work. A combination of factors confines many of them to occupations in the
daily labour group. Their ethnic identity is undoubtedly one of
these factors; their predominant illiteracy and their lack of
experience gained from through previous mobility are others.

Conclusions
In this section we have seen that the ethnic stratification of
the occupational structure goes beyond a simple distribution of
ethnic groups among different occupations. In occupations with
representatives from different ethnic groups, there is also an
internal differentiation so that there appears to be an ethnic
mode of practising various common occupations. This can also be
seen as an extension of the ethnic stratification of occupations that we have already noted. If our questions about the
practice of different occupations had been more detailed we
might initially have divided the occupational structure in such
a way that what now appear as different "modes" of the same occupation would have been classed as different occupations.

Gender and Migration
In a previous chapter we noted that there seemed to be distinct
differences between the gender systems of different ethnic
groups reflected in differences in the demographic characteristics of the groups in Shashemene. We recall that the sex ratio
among people over 20 years of age varied from 83 among the
Amhara to 100 among the Gurage, 104 among the Welayita and 111
among the Oromo in the 1973 sample. There was a much higher
proportion of divorced women among the Amhara than in any other
group and a higher proportion of female- headed households
among the Gurage and Amhara than among the others5. In Chapter
7 we noted that the only female bar owners in the large 1970
sample were Amhara, and the literature claimed there were differences in the recruitment to prostitution, a higher proportion of Amhara women being prostitutes than women from other
ethnic groups. We shall now look more closely at the relation
between gender and migration.
Because of the surplus of women reported from many
Ethiopian towns, it has been generally assumed that Ethiopian
women are more prone to migrate to towns than are Ethiopian
men. In Shashemene, however, a detailed analysis has already
shown that the sex ratio for people over the age of 20 was below 100 for the Amhara group only - in all other groups it was
higher. It would be interesting to know if the pattern of a female urban surplus is specific to Amhara everywhere. Since this
ethnic group has been in a majority in all towns except the
ones in Tigray, the fact that the urban female surplus could be
a phenomenon unique to the Amhara would be undetected unless
the groups were analyzed separately, provided the Amhara sex
ratio was low enough to hide the male surplus in other ethnic
groups. The rise of the urban sex ratio in southern towns reported by the CS0 (1972:4)~could then be an effect of a change
in the ethnic composition of towns just as much as an effect of
a possible change in the migration patterns of women and men.
If we compare the mobility of women and men within different ethnic groups we get the picture as given in Table 9.7. Mobility is measured as the proportion arriving in Shashemene after two or more moves, and the average number of moves.

See table 8.5.
See Chapter 4.

Table 9.7
MOBILITY OF MEN AND WOMEN WITHIN DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS
Shashemene 1973. Sample figures

...............................................................
Amhara
M
F
moved twice
or more*
Average no.
moves

M

Gurage

F

Welayita
M
F

M
%

%

35

60

%

%

%

%

%

70

60

50

50

40

2.6

2.0

1.9

2.0

1.6

%

0.9

Oromo
F

1.4

2.0

no.
Percentfcmoved twice or more of all men: 56.3

all women:44.8

...............................................................

*

Roughly.
There were more women than men among all except the Oromo
since the sample included both wives and female heads of
household.
*S:

The relation between the mobility of men and women varied
between ethnic groups. Among the Amhara and the Welayita, men
had moved more than women, although the Amhara as a group had
moved a great deal more than the Welayita, as we already know.
Among the Gurage, men and women moved to the same extent. This
fits well with our previous surmise that the Gurage had more
family-wise migration than the other groups.
In the Oromo group we find a more complex relation between
gender and mobility than in the other ethnic groups. Among the
few Oromo in the sample, women moved more times than were men.
This is best understood as a difference in the ethnic identity
of men and women: there were more local Arsi men than women in
the sample. The two sub-groups of Oromo, Arsi and Shewa-Oromo,
had different migration patterns.
Overall, we see that women were less mobile than men. We
also note that women of different ethnic groups were more alike
in at least the number of times they moved than men. Amhara and
Oromo women had moved to the same extent. Fewer Gurage women
were involved in extensive migration, but the ones who were had
moved more than the Amhara and Oromo women. The Welayita women
were the exception. Apart from one woman born in town, all had
come directly to Shashemene.
I have argued earlier in this book7 that the economic
niches open to women in town are limited and similar for women
In Chapter 7.

from different ethnic groups. Most women are wives most of the
time, but trade in alcohol is open to all and prostitution to
some, as an alternative to marriage or in between marriages.
These occupations imply a certain degree of autonomy for women,
economically, since a woman on her own must be able to survive
(even if she does so on a low level) by her own efforts, and
socially, since she is outside the immediate domestic control
of men. The proportion of women involved in these two niches
could therefore be an important indication of one aspect of the
gender system8 within an ethnic group, namely, the relative degree of autonomy in relation to men. There were definite differences between the ethnic groups in Shashemene in 1973.
Table 9 . 8
WOMEN: OCCUPATION AND ETHNIC IDENTITY
Heads of household and wives. Shashemene 1973. Sample figures
Amh. Gur. Wol. Or.
no. no. no. no.

...............................................................
No. housewives
No. selling t'ela and arak'e
Prostitutes
Other economic activities

29
10
4
2

20

Total

45

25

4

11

12
4

2

1'

3

...............................................................
19

13

...............................................................

Ratio "independent womenit/
housewives

0.55

0.25 0.58

...............................................................

0.18

However, if we look only at female heads of household and
wives when trying to assess the proportion of women in different kinds of occupations, we are probably under-estimating the
proportion in the beer trade and prostitution, since many women
in these occupations do not form households of their own. Inspecting the household data for the four largest ethnic groups
closely, I found, in fact, that there were several Amhara women
in particular who were living in female-headed households as
"bar workers", friends and sisters while practising prostitution. Including them, the balance between housewives and
"independent women" changes somewhat.

"Gender system" is defined in Chapter 8.

Table 9.9
WOMEN: RELATION BETWEEN HOUSEWIVES, DRINK SELLERS AND
PROSTITUTES
Four major ethnic groups.Shashemene 1973. Sample data

...............................................................

Amh. Gur. Wol. Or.
no. no. no. no.

...............................................................
No. housewives
No. selling drinks
Prostitutes

29
10
11

20
4
1

12

12"

4

...............................................................

Ratio "independent women1'/
housewives

3

0.72 0.25 0.33 0.25

...............................................................

There was one polygamous household among the Oromo. Migration
data had only been collected for one wife.
f:

Amhara women dominate among women selling alcoholic beverages and practising prostitution. If we look at all Amhara
women between the ages of 15 and 34, which is the age group
where Lakech found 90 per cent of the prostitutes in her survey
(Lakech, 1978:65), 55 per cent9 in the 1973 sample were involved in either one or the other of the two "independent" occupations. This is much more than in any other ethnic group.
Looking at the relative status of the prostitutes in the
sample, there were four "madames" or at least "petty madames"
among the Amhara - that is, prostitutes who had other women
working for them. These are the four who were reported as
"prostitutes" in the survey. This meant that there were probably several among the reported drink sellers who were in fact
"kiosk consorts", since there is no reason to suspect that
there were fewer prostitutes working on their own than "team
workers" in the sample. Among the Oromo there was one "madame"
with two Amhara'prostitutesworking for her.
Among the non-Amhara, we see that there is one Gurage prostitute. She was born in the countryside near Hosaina and had
moved to Shashemene with her husband. After divorcing him she
had established herself as a prostitute, working on her own.
Contrary to what was reported by Lakech about Gurage prostitutes, this woman remained in touch with her origins, returning
to her parents for weddings and funerals, and she had several
relatives living in Shashemene. It could very well be that
there is a difference in acceptance of prostitution among the
various Gurage sub-groups. Nevertheless, there was only this
one prostitute among the Gurage in Shashemene.
21 out of 38 Amhara women in this age group.

There was no reported prostitute among the Welayita. It may
be that they lacked the qualifications to be able to enter the
profession in a multi-ethnic context. Two of the three women in
"other occupations" were employed one as a seller in the daily
market and one as a pot-maker, both lower in prestige and economic reward than prostitution. (The third was a student.)
Among the Oromo women we find the ambivalence reported by
Lakech. One of the three prostitutes was a madame with several
employees, one was working as a "bar consort'' for an Amhara
madame and one was on her own. But there were no Oromo beersellers and all Oromo women married to Oromo men reported that
they were living in their first marriages.
One possible explanation for the different proportions employed in "independent" occupations, could lie in a difference
in currently divorced and widowed women. And there is a difference. From Table 8.5 we recall that the proportion of currently
divorced among women over the age of 20 in the various groups
was 33 per cent among the Amhara, 12 per cent among the Gurage,
12 per cent among the Welayita, and 18 per cent among the
Oromo. This difference in the proportion of currently divorced
is clearly related to the proportion of women in "independent"
occupations. We should then like to know if the difference between Amhara women and others lies in a greater ease in obtaining divorce, or in some other factor. To see if divorce is more
frequent among Amhara than among others we have to go beyond
the current civil status and look at the marital careers of
women from different ethnic groups.
If we compare the information in Tables 9.9 and 9.10, we
see that there is little difference in the proportion of women
who were currently divorced or had been married more than twice
among the Amhara, Gurage and Welayita. The Oromo fell somewhat
below the other women in divorce frequencies, but still almost
50 per cent of all ever married women had been divorced at
least oncelO. The difference between the Amhara and the others,
then, lies probably not in Amhara women divorcing and re-marrying more frequently than the others, but in an ability to stay
divorced for longer periods of time than the others. And this
ability is clearly related to their dominance in the economic
niches of prostitution and beer trading.

l0 See note 2 at the end of the chapter.

Table 9.10
TYPES OF MARITAL CAREER AND ETHNIC IDENTITY
All ever married women in Shashemene sample from 1973
Amh. Gur. Wol. Oro.
no. no. no. no.

Other All
no.
no.

...............................................................
Currently married in
first marriage
Widowed after first
marriage

8

13

54

18

7

8

1

2

1

Total: Married once

19

9

9

8

13

Currently divorced after
first marriage
Married twice or more

7
29

2
14

2
12

2
5

5

13
65

Total: Divorced or married
more than once

36

16

14

7

5

78

Grand total

55

25

23

15

28

136

4

...............................................................

...............................................................

Proportion divorced or
married twice or more

0.65

0.64 0.60 0.47 0.18

...............................................................

58

0.57

This brings us to the question of female migration, occupational opportunities and marital careers. It is hard to believe
that the very special occupational profile of the Amhara women
would not affect their migration careers. We know that
Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s was to a large extent
an Amhara town. Economically and socially, the town was dominated by people of Amhara identity. Among adults, the Amhara
was the single largest group born in the town. This affects the
comparison we made in Table 8.13 of female migration careers,
since nearly all women of the other ethnic groups had moved to
Shashemene. If we remove all those born in town, and repeat the
comparison between women from the different groups made in
Table 9.7 above, we get the following picture instead.

Table 9.11
MOBILITY OF MIGRANT WOMEN FROM DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS
Shashemene 1973. Sample figures.

...............................................................

Amh. Gur. Wol. Oro.
no. no. no. no.

...............................................................
Percent moved
twice or more

Average no moves

55

68

50

2.9

2.1

1.0 2.4

24

18

...............................................................

...............................................................

no.

40

..............................................................

11

In Table 9.11 we note that the Amhara women who were not
born in Shashemene had indeed moved more than the women from
the other ethnic groups. The differences between the other ethnic groups remain. The (non-Arsi) Oromo had moved a great deal,
as had the Gurage, and the Welayita migrant women were all direct migrants to Shashemene.
The reasons for these differences are harder to explain.
Some ground-work has been done in explaining the quite exceptional independence of Amhara women, compared to Oromo women
from pastoral or recently pastoral groups11. The gender systems
of the different ethnic groups include a widely varying balance
of rights and obligations between men and women. The differences we note in the sample from Shashemene in 1973 are a reflection of the different gender systems, but more docurnentation from the various groups is needed to enable us to make explanations.

l1 See Poluha, 1984.

Conclusions: Migration, Occupation and Gender
The previous chapter showed that there were differences in
the type of migration careers of different ethnic groups. In
this chapter we have analyzed the relation between migration,
ethnic category and occupation. Ethnicity appears,to affect the
pattern of migration through the occupational structure in at
least two different ways.
First, there is an ethnic differentiation of occupations
which leads to some groups being dominant in occupations entailing considerable mobility, such as military occupations,
and others being concentrated in occupations with little mobility, such as menial work.
Second, within occupational categories with the broad definitions employed of necessity in the Shashemene surveys, there
were distinct ethnic "styles" to practising the various occupations which reinforced the ethnic migration patterns. The ethnic occupational modes could either take the form of distinct
occupational careers - as when erstwhile soldiers turned farmers/traders on retirement - or the form of specialization
within an occupation - where the specialties in turn were ethnically differentiated and implied different migration patterns.
The above conclusions primarily pertain to the migration of
men. The conditions of women were quite different.
The occupational structure of women included few options
compared to that of men. Ethnicity affected the migration patterns of women mainly through mechanisms other than occupational differentiation, although that certainly also played a
role.
Among the women included in the 1973 sample in Shashemene,
the most noticeable ethnic distinction was between Amhara women
and women of other categories. The Amhara women were more numerous than other women and also more numerous than Amhara men.
They were more mobile than other women, more often currently
divorced and more often engaged in prostitution andfor trade in
alcoholic beverages.
There were differences in the migration patterns between
non-Amhara women as well. More detailed information would be
needed to interpret these differences. They reflect the different migration patterns of men of various ethnic categories, the
standing of the ethnic group in the urban social and economic
hierarchy, and the different ethnic gender systems,

Notes t o Chapter 9

1. 16 of t h e 80 Oromo people i n t h e 1973 sample gave weredj a s
t h e i r e t h n i c i d e n t i t y . With t h e h e l p of J a n H u l t i n I have
i n t e r p r e t e d t h e t e r m t o mean " people of Hadji", t h a t i s
" people of Islam" i n Orominya. The weredj would t h e n be Mus- .
l i m Oromo. The weredj were n o t , however, t h e only Muslim
among t h e Oromo.
2 . S i n c e t h e Oromo women were younger t h a n women from t h e o t h e r
e t h n i c groups it i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n c e i n number
of m a r r i a g e s stems from a d i f f e r e n c e i n age s t r u c t u r e .

Chapter I 0

Urban Migration in Ethiopia: Interpretation
of Individual Studies

In the preceding chapters I have given an account of the results of the empirical study of migration to Shashemene carried
out in 1972173. In the present chapter I shall interpret these
results in order to give a plausible explanation of the form of
migration to Shashemene at the beginning of the 1970s. First, I
shall discuss the results in relation to the original problem
of the study ("Why do people come to town when there are no
jobs in town?").
Since the time of the fieldwork for this study, several
other studies1 have been undertaken which, directly or indirectly, have a bearing on the phenomenon of urban migration in
southern Ethiopia. In the second part of this chapter, I shall
refer to aspects of these other studies that provide corroboration or elaboration of the Shashemene data, or provide additional material for an understanding of urban migration in
Ethiopia.
Finally, I shall incorporate the results of the other studies into the Shashemene material to suggest a positive interpretation of all the available data about migration and ethnicity in Ethiopia.

Migration to Shashemene: Interpretation l
The study of migration to Shashemene began with the problem
of continued rural-urban migration despite what appeared to be
growing urban unemployment. Already during the initial stages
of the study, it became obvious that the original problem was
based on assumptions that were untenable in the context of
Shashemene.
Rural-urban migration? The first of these assumptions referred to the demographic mechanisms behind urban growth. I had
See note 1 at the end of the chapter.

chosen Shashemene for study, because the town grew rapidly, and
largely because of a high rate of in-migration. I expected the
in-migration to be primarily short-distance rural-urban migration. But this was not so. Instead, I found that a large majority of the in-migrants to Shashemene had been rural-urban migrants at some time during their migration careers (67% were
born in the countryside), but that an equally large majority
were urban-urban migrants to Shashemene. In addition, among the
rural-urban migrants, few were from the immediate vicinity of
the town. The Arsi Oromo, who surrounded the town, were represented by only a few individuals, and the Sidama, who lived
closeby, were virtually absent.
One conclusion to be drawn from these findings is that, although it is true that growth in the overall level of urbanization (the percentage of the population living in urban areas)
in Ethiopia is caused by a combination of a positive balance in
the net rural-urban migration and what could be a higher level
of natural increase in urban than in rural areas2 (Bjerh,
1984:473p, O'Connor, 1983:52p), one cannot assume that the
growth of individual towns will be caused primarily by ruralurban migration.
Another conclusion one can draw is that towns cannot be regarded in isolation from other towns, on the assumption that
the important exchange of population takes place between the
individual town and its rural hinterland. In Shashemene, we
find the case of a town which is clearly an integrated part of
an urban system, with "flows of people, goods, money, messages
and ideas" (O'Connor, op.cit.:255). The well-recorded dominance
of Addis Abeba within that system3 is reflected in the fact
that Shashemene had the largest exchange of population with the
capital of all towns, but other towns formed an important part
of what might be called the "urban hinterland" of Shashemene as
well4. Shashemene may have been a preferred alternative in a
southern "urban frontier", but without more accurate data about
the net flow between towns it is not possible to be certain
about this. If Shashemene was preferred to other towns by many
people, and its higher growth rate indicates that this may have
been the case, this was most probably because the economic opportunities in Shashemene were growing faster than those elsewhere.
Urban unemployment? The second assumption behind the original problem concerned the nature of urban economic opportunities. The question "Why Do People Come to Town when There Are
No Jobs in Town?" makes sense only if one considers wage employment ("proper jobs") as a prerequisite for making a living
in urban areas. Regarding "wage employment" as synonymous with
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.
See for instance Seleshi, 1979:679p
See Chapter 2.

"employed in the formal sector of the urban economy", it was
obvious, however, that most people in Shashemene were making a
living in ways other than by being employed in the formal sector5, without being in any meaningful sense of the word
"unemployed". Only one person in the entire material regarded
himself as "unemployed". This was a man who had been working as
a cashier to a mill owner and who was looking for a similar job
at the time of the survey6.
A reply to the above question would then be:
People who come to town to make a living manage to do
so in
many different ways. Having a "job" is only one
such way.
It is necessary to realize that the opportunities within
the "informal sector" of the economy in Shashemene demanded
particular qualifications from prospective entrants. To the
outsider, the "informal sector", which engages the large majority of town dwellers, may appear easy to enter in terms of required skills, capital etc. On closer scrutiny, however, most
types of occupations in this sector make some demands on those
who aspire to their practice. For all of them you must have
initiative and the kind of confidence that comes from knowing
your way about town. And to mention just a few examples of the
resources needed for the "informal occupations" which are easiest to enter: To hawk pencils or shoe-laces you must know how
to acquire the goods and have the wherewithal to do so. A shoeshine boy needs his kit. A prostitute must be able, and permit,ted,to rent a room in a competitive location. To survive as a
daily labourer you must be able to build up a regular clientele, or join a group of colleagues who can carry you over the
days when your services are not needed. And even if you have
what it takes to enter the opportunity structure as an informal
worker, it remains an open question whether the people who are
already established will allow you to do so. One thing for certain is that the candidate who can claim patronage, because of
kinship or shared ethnic identity, from the practitioners who
are already successful in a particular economic niche, has a
much better chance of success than one who cannot7.
The people least likely to have the kind of qualifications
needed to enter the informal economy successfully are the ones
who come straight from the countryside. Young "country bumpkins" may be able to learn the ropes by being apprenticed to an
established household, as domestic help. Country girls can enter as wives and gradually learn their way about. But for adult
farmers a town such as Shashemene offers little in the way of
See Chapter 6.
See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
See note 4 at the end of the chapter.

economic opportunities. In addition, the demeaning treatment
handed out to people who are ignorant and in low status occupations by the established townsfolk would be a strong deterrent.
The discussion about the difficulties of entering an urban
economy should make it clear why there were so few adult ruralurban migrants to Shashemene. Like other small towns in southern central Ethiopia (Baxter, 1984:461), Shashemene was poorly
integrated with the economy of the surrounding local population. To adult peasants living around Shashemene life in the
town was not alternative to farming, however difficult the conditions of tenant life. The only thing they could be certain of
was that they would be as destitute in town as they were in the
countryside. This must be clearly understood, because the expulsion of tenants from the large farms around the town otherwise makes it easy to assume that the growth of the town resulted from the in-migration of landless peasants.
The only way for adults from the countryside to avoid some
of the difficulties to in-migration would be if they were able
to enter a "home" community, made up of experienced townsmen
from their own ethnic group and home area. Such a community
would also be a guarantee both that people remaining in the
countryside were properly informed about urban opportunities
and that newly arrived in-migrants would not starve until they
had found their way about. Even though it is difficult to draw
any firm conclusion on the basis of the data presented in this
book, I am inclined to believe that many, maybe most, of the
direct rural-urban migrants to Shashemene were in fact chain
migrants. Some might be able to enter a community of people
from their original region, and others might come to join kin
already in the town.
In Shashemene it was possible to perceive one ethnic group
forming a "home community" In the above sense. This was the Welayita community. The Welayita group had the highest proportion
of direct rural-urban migrants to Shashemene and its members
were among the most specialized occupationally8. There were
also many adult in-migrants in this group. The Sodo Gurage
formed another ethnic community but this seemed to be based on
an ethnic network within the urban system, although also ranging out into the Sodo countryside, and many of its members had
consequently lived in other towns before coming to shashemene9.
But if it was difficult to enter the informal sector of the
economy, and the formal sector was limited to high-level commerce, transport and administration which made prohibitive demands on a presumptive rural-urban migrant, why were there no
failed in-migrants in the study, people who were "unemployed"
in the sense that they could not make a living in Shashemene?
The reason was, I think, that it was not possible to remain in
See Chapters 9 and 10.
See Chapter 9.

the town for long without some way of earning a living. Rather
than starve or be humiliated in Shashemene, a failed migrant
would be likely to move onlO. However, people in the surrounding rural areas would be well aware of the difficulties of town
life and, unless reasonably sure of success, would not take the
risk of entering at all.
The reasons for the absence of people of Arsi and Sidama
identity in Shashemene in the early 1970s could be sought in
the conditions described above. Baxter (1984), writing about
Kofele - a smaller town 25 km east of Shashemene - explains the
relative absence of Arsi in the town by the self-sufficiency of
the local economv and the colonial character of the town
(p.460)11. In adhition, it has been suggested, from another
part of Oromoland, that the peasant Oromo still regard towns as
the territory of the Amhara and therefore will not settle
there12. Mullenbach also found a lower than expected representation of local Oromo in Akaki Beseka (Mullenbach, 1976:155).

Studies of Migration to Other Ethiopian Towns
Since the initiation of the study of migration to Shashemene, a
number of other studies have been written dealing partially or
entirely with migration in Ethiopia, and these throw light on
important aspects of the Shashemene material. I refer below to
the relevant aspects of these later studies.

Fecadu Gedamu, "Ethnic association in Ethiopia and the
maintenance of urban/rural relationships"
The study by Fecadu ~ e d a m u lis
~ a description of the group of
Gurage called Sodo, their history, rural social and economic
organization, migration to urban areas, development of an urban
social and economic organization and resulting rural-urban relations.
l0 Gugler has pointed out that it is impossible to remain
"unemployed" for any length of time in most African towns
(~ugler,1976:194).
l1 See note 5 at the end of the chapter.
l2 Gascon, 1984, found the same absence of local Oromo in Ambo.
l3 Fecadu Gedamu, "Ethnic association in Ethiopia and the maintenance of urbanlrural relationships: with special reference to
the Alemgana-Walamo road Construction Association", unpublished
Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1972.
A

.

We recall that in Shashemene in the 1970s, the Gurage made
up between 15 and 20 per cent of the population; most of these
were Sodo. A majority were engaged in trade14.
According to Fecadu, the Sodo, whose rural homeland is located in the middle of Shewa, about 50 km south of Addis Abeba,
began a form of circular migration between Sodoland and Addis
Abeba soon after the foundation of the capital in 1886. They
first worked as labourers but later went into military service.
The Sodo started trading in the 1920s.and early 1930s and a few
settled in the capital.
Life in Addis Abeba was difficult for the Sodo pioneers,
Except for a few, life was grim for most Sodo in the
capital; in fact the standard of living was much lower
than it was in the rural area. Even those who made
money in trade and by selling their labour barely managed to survive. Six to tenamen slept in a hut and ate
roasted grain For short journeys most men carried
their food to the city and were able to subsist on it
for weeks... This mean existence was justified because
of the assumption by Sodo that the town was not a home,
but a temporary place where they had to serve the King
or fetch some needed items such clothing, salt and coffee in the shortest time possible. Their relationships
with other ethnic groups were mainly at the courts or
the market places, and, since they were residing in
separate areas, were characterized by submissiveness
and withdrawal on part of the Sodo.
(Fecadu, 1972:120).

...

From the capital, the Sodo began their trading activities
"along the newly built roads and into the cash crop regions of
Ethiopia" (Ibid. : 122). The character of the Ethiopian economy,
in which a vast country with highly varied ecological conditions annually displays abundance in one region while another
may be suffering from scarcity, and with a considerable degree
of regional specialization of skills and products, means that
there is scope for trading activities of all kinds and volumes.
In the north, the traditional trading groups (the Muslim Jiberti and Arabs) maintained a monopoly, but in the south there
was no such competition,
...p easants of this region did not settle down in the
towns; they brought their farm products and sold them
in the market quite cheaply which suited the haggling
spirits of the Sodo traders. Sodo traders were also accommodated by the passive character of the people; they
met no outward and restrictive tribal segregation, in
l4 Chapters 7 and 10.

fact they felt and acted as aggressive and clever urban
traders.
(Fecadu, 1972:123).
In setting up trade networks covering a large part of central and southern ~thio~ial5,
the Sodo mobilized a lower level
of their social organization, the territorial ager. Sodoland is
divided into 24 ager. 21 of these specialized in trade in two
or three commodities or items of commodities16 and went into
one or two towns each. All ager are represented in Addis Abeba.
A few ager which, because of the quality of the ecology of
their particular territories, are able to produce cash crops do
not engage in urban trade.
According to Fecadu, four principles were used in the Sodo
trading system, which help to explain the fast expansion and
success of the Sodo traders in southern Ethiopia. These principles were: first, mobilization of the rural network of social
relationships for trade relations; second, the requirement of
apprentickship in trade and crafts; third, protection of trade
commodities and zones; and fourth, ethnic differentiation and
status symbols (Ibid.:127).

Judith V. Olmstead, "Female fertility, social structure and the
economy.. . and Dexter Burley, "The despised weavers of Addis
Abeba"
"

Olmstead's and Burley's studies17 deal with the Dorze people,
originally from the highlands in Gamo Gofa. The Dorze people
have become specialized in the weaving and embroidery of fine
cloth for women's dresses in the capital. There were a few
Dorze living in Shashemene in 1973, all weavers.
Olmstead studied the Dorze, and the neighbouring Dita, in
their rural homeland in Gamo Gofa. about 200 km south of
Shashemene. In her analysis spatial movement is used "as the
intervening variable chosen for the purpose of elucidating the
impact of social structure and the the economy upon female fertility" (p. 90).
Olmstead makes several observations that have immediate implications for the interpretation of the Shashemene material.
She defines migration as change of residence and notes that,
15 See note 6 at the end of the chapter.
l6 See note 7 at the end of the chapter.
Judith V. Olmstead, "Female fertility, social structure and
the economy: A controlled comparison of two southern Ethiopian
communities", Ph.D. Dissertation, Columbia University, 1974,
and Dexter Burley, "The Despised Weavers of Addis Abeba" in
Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference of Ethiopian
Studies, Session B, April 13-16, 1978, Chicago, USA, pp.145150.

among the Gamo highlanders, changes of residence occurred
because of "marriage, long distance trade, wage labor, and
weaving" (p.91).
Marriage is virilocal, which means that all married women
will change their residence at least once during their lifetime (p.92).
* Wage labour takes place mainly within a rural context.
"Men with cash incomes from weaving or trading often prefer to
pay others to farm for them...Gamo Highlanders persist in giving higher status to those who have others farming for them,
even though in national values craftsmen rank lower than farmers
All Gamo Highlanders need a cash income to pay the yearly
tax imposed by the government; if farmers cannot produce enough
crops to sell for this purpose, they can work as wage laborers.
This type of work is held in such low esteem, however, that men
resist^ performing it and are reluctant to admit having done
it." (p.92).
"The few Dorze with special occupations such as soldier,
teacher, die maker in a factory, truck driver, train conductor,
migrate in accordance with the demands of their
and lawyer
occupation, the soldiers and teachers according to governmental
orders, the rest according to conditions affecting the segment
of the economy in which they are engaged" (p. 92. Emphasis
added).
9: Apart from the trade in cloth, most export in the longdistance trade(in items such as hides, ensete fibre, coffee,
maize, cotton, and bananas) is carried out by non-local merchants, "many of them Muslim traders living in Chencha"(p.93).
Most male long-distance migration is caused by weaving.
The large-scale migration of weavers has been made possible by
three factors: "the existence of a demand for their cloth, the
extension of the rule of law and order throughout much of the
Ethiopian nation, and the development of a transportation netLiving in urban areas has a number of advantages
work" (p.92).
for the weavers: the finished product need not be transported
by long-distance traders - the weaver can consequently receive
a better price for his product. Cotton yarn need not be transported to Gamo Gofa. The weavers may be commissioned directly
by their customers and can establish long-term patron-client
relationships with them (p. 94).
Burley studied the Dorze in their Addis Abeba community.
His short paper complements Olmstead's analysis of how the
Dorze came to be the weaving community of Addis Abeba. Some of
his other observations have direct implications for the
Shashemene study:
Urban ethnic categorization. There is a homogeneous ethnic
group in the Gamo Highlands called the Dorze. But the "Dorze"
community in Addis Abeba includes people from many other ethnic
groups originating in the same region: Chencha, Doko etc. In
fact, in the capital "Dorze" has become an inclusive occupa-

...

...

tional label for all weavers from the Gamo highlands. Burley
has two alternative explanations of how this has come about.
First, the Dorze may have been the first Gamo Highland
people to have been brought to Addis Abeba, and when
subsequent Gamo people, migrated to the city they were
attracted to those who spoke the same language and had
similar customs. A second explanation is that the Dorze
were the most skilled weavers and therefore other Gamo
people who came to the city attached themselves to the
Dorze in order to assure a market for their weaving.
(Burley, 1 9 7 9 : 1 4 7 ) .
Ethnic segregation and rural-urban relations. "The occupation of weavina is one of the lowest positions in the social
hierarchy of idi is Abeba" (p. 1 4 5 ) . his has meant that the
Dorze have become one of the least integrated ethnic minorities
in the capital. "Therefore, while the ethnic exclusiveness of
weaving has guaranteed a place in the economic community of Addis Ababa, socially the Gamo Highland weavers have remained a
closed and insulated community" (p.1 4 8 ) . The Dorze in Addis
Abeba have responded to this situation (which has existed since
the beginning of the century when Dorze were first brought to
the capital) by not transferring their allegiance to the capital, which they continue to regard as "abroad".

. ..

The majority of "Dorze"
do not consider Addis Ababa
to be their permanent or final home. Many have farms,
houses, fields, livestock, wives, and children in Gamo
Gofa. Most "Dorze" plan to return to the Highlands and
live there permanently. During important holidays the
"Dorze" return to their rural villages. With very few
exceptions the "Dorze" in Addis Ababa marry women from
their premigratory village.
Addis Ababa is seen as a place of work. But unlike
the western concept of suburban/rural home and urban
office place of work, the "Dorze" consider the urban
situation as an impermanent residence for each individual but as a permanent extension of their ethnic community.
(Burley, 1 9 7 9 : 1 4 8 ) .

...

According to Burley's argument, the circulation of "Dorze"
between the Gamo Highlands and Addis Abeba persists because of
the incongruence between their social status and cash income in
the two locations.
The most significant sociological difference between
the two communities is the social status of the Gamo

Highland people. Although the "Dorze" weavers in Addis
Ababa earn a relatively high income, they are in one of
the lowest social positions in the capital. In contrast, the high cash income earned in the city affords
the weavers a high social status when they return to
the Gamo Highlands.
(Burley, 1979: 148).

Hugh Mullenbach, "Akaki Beseka: Urban Processes in an Ethiopian
industrial town"
The data for the study of Akaki ~ e s e k a lwere
~
gathered about
six months after the Shashemene material, largely by the same
methods. The two studies are therefore comparable in many
important aspects. Unfortunately, the analysis of migration to
Akaki Beseka suffers from certain flaws that limit its use for
comparison.
An industrial town. Akaki Beseka is situated 20 km south of
Addis Abeba. In 1970, the population was about 17,000 compared
to the 12,000 of Shashemene. The main differences between the
two towns were the close proximity to the capital of Akaki Beseka, its location on the railroad and its industrial character. According to Mullenbach, nearly 50 per cent of all heads
of household (which means considerably more than half the male
heads) were employed in industry in 1974 (p.192).
Migration to Akaki Beseka. Just as in Shashemene, a large
majority of the in-migrant heads of household to Akaki Beseka
were not born in the immediate vicinity of the town. Their
birth-places include many provinces; nevertheless, 80 per cent
were born in Shewa other than the awraja of Akaki Beseka. Mullenbach does not analyze the migration fields of Akaki in terms
of last place of residence of the migrants, but assumes that
all in-migrants had come to the town directly from their birthplaces19. It is therefore not possible to see if the industrial
character of Akaki B. stimulated more'direct rural-urban migration than the commercial-administrative character of
Shashemene. Nor can one compare the migration pattern of the
different ethnic groups in the town with those of the same
groups in Shashemene. Nearly 90 per cent of the heads of household were in-migrants to Akaki Beseka; Mullenbach concludes
that it was the rapid expansion of industry that had attracted
the migrants (p.145). This is a debatable conclusion when we
know that non-industrial Shashemene had the same percentage of
l8 Hugh J.Mullenbach, "Akaki Beseka: Urban Processes in an
Ethiopian Industrial Town", unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, ,
Northwestern University, 1976.
l9 We know from Shashemene that this is a highly untenable assumption. See Chapters 2, 8 and 9.

in-migrant heads of hou~ehold2~.
The high rate of in-migration
to both towns is probably best seen in the light of a general
growth of the urban system in central southern Ethiopia, including Addis Abeba.
Reasons for coming. Just as in Shashemene, a majority of
the migrants stated that they had come to Akaki Beseka for explicitly economic reasons. Mullenbach is, however, sceptical
about the value of a single survey reply to a question about
conditions that are ver complex, but for reasons other than
those I stated earlier2 1

.

A single reason an informant offers to explain his/her
movement to Akaki Beseka is of limited value, for the
decision to migrate is a complex evaluation of opportunities and risks. Expressed economic reasons are certainly primary, but other factors are critical in the
choice of one destination over another, such as the
presence of a kinsman, friend, or patron in the town
who can act as a sponsor in securing employment.
(Mullenbach, 1976:146).
Nevertheless. Mullenbach notes that more than two thirds of
the migrants stated that they had come specifically to find employment. It would have been interesting to know if the presence of a large formal sector of the economy, providing opportunities for unskilled workers, encouraged more direct ruralurban migration than the largely informal economy of
Shashemene, It is obvious that the constraints on entering factory employment were quite different from those on starting
work as a trader, for instance. In both cases, sponsorship was
necessary but, in order to obtain employment in an Akaki Beseka
factory, bribes ranging from Eth.$ 20 to several hundred were
necessary (p. 165).
To show how people move within the urban system in search
of a livelihood, and the poor opportunities available to otherwise unqualified peasants in towns, I want to quote one of Mullenbach's cases in extenso. The man in the story was a fifty
year old Amhara, working as a daily labourer in Akaki Beseka in
1974.
I left my homeland near Debre Berhan for the first time
about ten years ago, not long after my father died. At
that time, I was supporting my wife and children by
farming. My father's eldest brother asked me to accompany him when he was going back where he lived. He
wanted me to work for him on his land at Shashemene. I
farmed for a season and then told him I wanted to go

20 Chapter 2.
21 See Chapter 2, "Stated reasons for coming to Shashemene".

back to my family. He pleaded with me to stay longer,
and for two years I farmed for him without earning anything. Finally, my clothes were worn out. I asked him
for help, but he cheated me by postponing everything.
So I left. He ruined my life.
I asked a person I knew at Shashemene to help me
find a job because my uncle had been using me and
wouldn't help. The person brought me to Addis Abeba and
got me a job with a honey trader who was also from
Debre Berhan. I earned $20 a month as a guard at the
place where the honey was sold. After working for
several years I managed to save $250. The person I
worked for gave me $100 more when I told him that I was
going to start trading in honey. I had a friend trading
with me. That friend took $170 from me. No one knew
where he had gone. I sent the remaining money to my
mother to educate my son, but I found later that they
didn't send him to school.
After several years I heard that my mother had
died. So I went back to my home area. When I reached
home they told me that my brother, sister, and brotherin-law had also died. My wife had also remarried.
Before I came home my other relatives had already
divided my parents' land. I asked them to give me my
share. No one was willing to give me land, and they
told me to open a court case if I wanted to claim any
land. I couldn't do that because in my area if you
start a case and you get what you want, they will kill
you right after the court case is concluded. They kill
people in their houses by shooting through a hole made
in the door or wall. I was afraid of that. It used to
be that if you went to that area you could find open
land to farm. There was a lot of land to farm. Now the
number of people has increased. You cannot find a place
to farm.
So I went back to Addis Abeba, and there a person
told me I could find a job in one of the Akaki Beseka
factories. I have only been here three days; yesterday
I was painting a house. I am passing the night at a
place that charges a total of fifteen cents for two
nights.
If I can save some money and buy new clothes, I
will go back to my homeland. For those who have a good
job and earn a good salary, the city life is good. But
for those who have no job the countryside is better. A
farmer may make a profit of $150 a year. He has to be a
good farmer working his own land, not farming as a tenant. If he's a tenant he earns little because he shares
what he gets with the landlord. It is better to farm

than to work in the town for fifty cents /a day/ as a
daily labourer like me.
(Mullenbach, 1976:171).
Migration from the rural vicinity of Akaki Beseka. In addition to the study of urban processes in Akaki Beseka, Mullenbach carried out a survey of rural households in the vicinity
of the town. There he found a considerable mobility, primarily
of children and young adults. The rural-urban migrants consisted of two categories: the children of wealthy landowners
who were sent to town for education and rarely returned, and
young adults from tenant or small land- owning households who
could not accommodate all of the younger generation on the
available land. For the latter category, the choice between becoming a servantifarm hand in the rural area or trying to make
a living in town was decided primarily by the presence of some
sponsor in the urban area. In the town, the number of ruralborn migrants from more distant areas exceeded those who were
born locally. Only a third of the rural-born migrants were from
the vicinity of Akaki Beseka.
~ural-urbanlinks and ethnic identity. In Shashemene I
found the question of remaining
- rural-urban links and a possible future return to a rural homeland irrelevant to many migrants and therefore difficult to respond to. Many said they
kept occasional contact with their birth-place, going back for
weddings and funerals and sending letters at times22. Others
were born in urban areas, and others again had lost touch with
their rural origin because few of their relatives were still
living there. I decided that the matter was too complex to be
dealt with conclusively in a single question and have therefore
not dwelt on it in the account of migration to ~ h a s h e m e n e ~I~ .
was given the impression, however, that for most heads of
household and wives in Shashemene interaction with their place
of origin was not of the scale or intensity recorded in many
other African towns.
Mullenbach pursues the question of rural-urban links at
greater length. His overall conclusion is that "most town
households, in fact, have maintained only minimal ties1'
(p.183). But there is a definite ethnic pattern. The majority
of the inhabitants of Akaki Beseka were either (Shewa) Oromo
(45%) or Amhara (31%). 70 per cent of the heads of household of
these two groups had no intention of returning to their birthplaces - and since Mullenbach does not differentiate between
urban and rural born the conclusion must be that less, maybe
considerably less, than 30 per cent intended to return to a rural birth-place.

22 Remember the high illiteracy rates among adults.
23 See note 8 at the end of the chapter.

Among the Gurage and Tigray, the situation was different.
Nearly half of the Gurage and 10 out of 12 Tigray heads of
household intended to return to their homelacds. This confirms
Fecadu's description of the (Sodo) Gurage urban system but
brings out a new aspect of the Tigray in the southern towns.
For the Tigray in Shashemene the picture was roughly the same:
only 3 out of 15 heads of household and wives intended to remain in Shashemene, 2 of the 3 because they had been granted
land near the town. The third was born in Shashemene.

Lakech Dirasse, "The socio-economic position of women in Addis
Abeba: The case of prostitution"
I have already quoted Lakech Dirasse's studyZ4 when describing
the opportunities open to women25. Lakech also discusses the
rural-urban migration of women. Noting the low sex ratio in
Ethiopian towns, and the large numbers of divorced women in
particular, she concludes that,

...

this is a clear indicator of the out-migration of
divorced women who do not re-marry, from the rural areas. The preponderance of divorced women in smaller
towns compared to the major urban centers can also be
taken as indicative of step migration.
(Lakech, 1978: 118)
Such a general statement is not supported by the Shashemene
data. There, very few female rural-urban migrants came independently to the town. The rule seemed to be for women to move
from rural to urban areas as dependants, and then to embark on
an independent migration career.
However, the Shashemene material pointed to the very special position of Amhara women. In this particular town, they
alone accounted for the female majority; all other ethnic
groups had a balanced sex ratio among adults, or one higher
than 100. It could be that some Amhara women in Amharaland in
central Ethiopia may choose town and prostitution rather than
re-marriage, when they divorce/are divorced in their rural areas. Without empirical evidence, this is still a matter of conjecture. For the large majority of other women (and probably
most Amhara women as well) in central southern Ethiopia,the
route to town, and at times to prostitution, lies much more
probably in the direction followed by one of the cases presented by Lakech. The woman in question was from Wollamo Sodo,
24 Lakech Dirasse, "The socio-economic position of women in Addis Abeba: The case of prostitution", unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Boston University, 1978.
25 See Chapter 7.

in what is now Welayita awraja. She was married to a farmer
living near her parents when she was fourteen,

... I used to go to the Saturday market at Wollamo Sodo
every week. That is when I met this man who used to
drive a truck...He told me that he would take me to Addis Ababa with him and marry me...One day, I carried my
daughter and some clothes and met him at the market. He
brought me to Addis Ababa and put me in his house in
the merkato area./ We were very happy together/... After
the third year he was a different person. We used to
argue over this and that... Finally, he told me to leave
his house...He took his own daughter. He gave me
$100... I could not go back home after what I had done.
Someone who came from our village had told me that my
husband had found out about my running away with the
truck driver. If he ever finds me he will kill me...
(Lakech, 1978:150p)
The woman tried to find a job as a domestic servant for a
month,

... my money was finished and I was unable to get a job.
So every night after putting my daughter to sleep, I
started to stand outside my door like all the others...
I make some money enough to feed my daughter and pay
the rent..
(Ibid. )
Dessalegn Rahmato, "Awassa: A limited impact study"
The study of ~ w a s s aincludes
~~
a short section on migration.
Since Awassa is situated only 20 km south of Shashemene, the
findings are of immediate interest to this study.
Awassa was founded in 1960. In 1978, its population was estimated to be around 22,000 (at the time, Shashemene had an estimated population of 19,500). Its economic structure differed
from that of Shashemene in that Awassa had a larger formal sector: Awassa was the capital of Sidamo province and therefore
included a many administrative functions. In 1973 there was a
Community Development Training Centre later transformed to a
Junior Agricultural College. In 1978 the town was the centre of
the largest state operated agricultural scheme, and there was
also a sisal plantation (pre-dating the revolution), and a
small tobacco processing plant.
26 Dessalegn Rahmato, "Awassa: A Limited Impact Study",
Research Report No 29, Institute of Development Research, Addis
Abeba University, 1979.

Since the data from Awassa are from 1978, they are not
strictly comparable to those of Shashemene from 1973. Bearing
this in mind, one can note that the Amhara was the largest single ethnic group among heads of household in Awassa in 1978
(33%), followed by Welayita (23%), and Oromo (14%). There was a
sizeable minority of Sidama (8%) but no Gurage. Unfortunately,
the report does not give an occupational distribution among the
different ethnic groups. The author concludes, however, (from
personal observations and interviews with officials in Awassa)
that Amhara and Tigray people were predominantly represented in
public administration and services (Dessalegn, 1979:12).
The sex ratio was below 100 in the age group 15 - 29; otherwise well over 100.
Just as in Shashemene five years earlier, about two thirds
of the heads of household and wives were born in rural areas
and one third in urban areas. Many had lived in other towns before coming to Awassa. Again the figures resemble those from
Shashemene; Two thirds of the heads of household and wives had
come to Awassa from urban areas and one third from rural areas.

Migration to Shashemene: Interpretation 2
The findings from the studies referred to above partly corroborate my interpretation of the Shashemene data, and partly allow
the analysis to be pursued a step further. Factually, the various studies are in agreement. Nevertheless, the knowledge we
have about urban migration in Ethiopia from the collective research effort so far is patchy. It takes considerable imagination to construct a model of urban migration that will fill in
the gaps between the few available studies. In the next chapter
I shall suggest such a model. First, however, I shall close
this discussion of the empirical research results by suggesting
an interpretation of the Shashemene study that takes the
salient results from the other studies in the region into account.

The context of urban migration in central southern Ethiopia
The growth of Shashemene must be seen in the particular context
of the southern central region of Ethiopia from the conquest by
Menelik around the turn of the century to 1974. The context is
first of all multi-ethnic. The different ethnic groups in the
region have dominated their respective geographical areas, and

have had their own histories and particular S stems of production, and social and political organizations27 There were no
towns in the region before the Amhara conquest. Intercourse between the ethnic groups was marked by raids and attempts at
territorial expansion. Alliances were formed, broken and formed
again. There was some limited trade, both short and long-distance. In most important respects the different groups, or subgroups, functioned as independent polities.
Most of this changed with Menelik's conquest of the region
during the last decades of the previous century. The local
polities had to accommodate the new rulers; their independence
disappeared and the right to tax the land for the benefit of
the central State, and its servants, was introduced. From the
point of view of the population, the region was colonized by
foreigners, albeit Africans, just as definitely as the African
territories to the south and west were colonized by Europeans.
After the region was incorporated into Ethiopia, towns were
founded with the express purpose of controlling and administering the new provinces. These towns remained administrative and
military outposts of the Ethiopian State for a long time,
poorly integrated with the economic and social life of the different peoples of the region. Again, the position of the new
towns in the political system was akin to that of the small administrative centre in the European colonies. This similarity
in function was still obvious at the time of the study. The inhabitants of the towns were mainly Amhara, the language of the
towns was Amharic, and economically and politically the towns
were dependent on the capital.

.

Urban ethnic stratification and migration
The result of the historical process outlined above was an ethnic differentiation in the urban areas in the central southern
region, where people from the different ethnic categories were
to be found in specific niches in the urban opportunity structure. The migration careers of individuals were formed by the
same kinds of processes, in a complex interaction between the
role of migration in the rural ethnic social and economic system and the role of the ethnic group in the urban system in the
region and in the country as a whole.
As conquerors and colonizers, the Amhara (and to some extent the Tigray) were at the apex of the new social order in
the region. Below the dominant group, the Gurage, who for historical reasons were among the first of the indigenous groups
to enter the capital, and later other towns, were able to exploit commercial niches not attractive to the Amhara and thence
27 See Chapter 3.

to replace the Yemeni Arabs and to branch out into other commercial activities. Of the other people from the region, the
ensete-based Welayita were relegated to the lowest rung, socially and economically, of the occupational ladder. The expastoral Arsi, as far as they were to be found at all in a town
like Shashemene, appear to have been present mainly because the
town included a section of the surrounding countryside within
its limits (Cf Baxter, op.cit).
What emerges is a kind of ethnic "complex" or "syndrome" in
which many different factors related to rural social and economic organization, geographical mobility, and position in the
urban social and economic hierarchy are linked to one another.
This in itself is not surprising. Studies from other African
countries have shown that one aspect of ethnic affiliation is
precisely that it affects many different areas of life28. What
the Shashemene study shows, is that the form of geographical
mobility is yet another factor related to ethnic affiliation,
and the form this relation had in the town at the beginning of
the 1970~29.

Urban migration and ethnic categories in town
Ethnic labels. Urban ethnic categories may or may not be identical with ethnic groups. The ethnic stratification of the occupational structure is such that certain occupations become
synonymous with certain ethnic categories. In the context of
southern Ethiopian towns at the beginning of the 1970s, someone
who weaves was a Dorze, small shops and kiosks were "Gurage
shops" (where a few decades before they had been "Arab shops")
etc. The ascription of ethnic groups to urban categories was
not random, however. In the Dorze category were found people
linguistically and culturally related, originating in the same
geographic region. The "Gurage" label in the same way subsumed
the many different Gurage groups. The process of ethnic labelling in town has been described in other African towns and
cities as well, starting with the classic analysis of the
Kalela Dance by Mitchell(1956).
A special case was presented
by the Oromo who in many instances were differentiated into
"Shewa ~ a l l a j ~ "Borana,
,
"Welega Galla", Arsi also in towns,
probably because of the considerable economic and social distance between the different Oromo groups. Nevertheless, in a
survey context, such as the Shashemene study, respondents differentiated themselves only as being either "Arsi" or "Other
Galla".

28 See Chapter 5.
29 See note 9 at the end of the chapter.
30 The study of Shashemene was conducted before 1974, when
Oromo in town were still denoted "Galla".

Migration and low status ethnic groups. According to Burley's analysis, low status ethnic categories in town (such as
the Dorze) are likely to retain close links with their rural
homeland. Ethnic groups with little urban prestige could be described as being locked into ethnic "boxes" as far as social
mobility was concerned (the Welayita would be an example of
this from Shashemene). Even if they managed relatively well
economically, their only possibility of translating economic
success into social esteem was to return home and invest their
urban earnings in rural prestige objects (land, cattle, large
households, paid farm hands). The lack of equilibrium between
rural area/high prestigelno cash and urban area/low prestige/cash could be seen to provide a social "pump" which maintained the rural-urban circulation of individuals and a permanent settlement of Dorze, for instance, in Addis Abeba and
other southern towns. I would suggest that this kind of mechanism would apply to several urban ethnic groups whose members,
partly because of their ethnic origin, are barred from social
advancement and respect in town but have established a successful economic niche there.
Urban migration of the Welayita. The "pump" mechanism would
not apply to all low-status groups, however. The urban economic
niche of the Welayita in Shashemene, for instance, combined uncertainty with low reward and could not provide the means for a
socially and economically elevated rural existence. I have not
been able to find any additional data about urban (or contemporary rural) Welayita. My impression from Shashemene was that
the Welayita who were living in town had been, almost literally, pushed off the land in their homeland because of the (for
Ethiopia) exceptionally high population density in Welayita
awraja31, most probably in combination with other factors32.
Urban migration of the Gurage. The Gurage had undoubtedly
been in the category of groups "boxed in" in Amhara dominated
urban areas. But at the beginning of the 1970s the Gurage in
Akaki Beseka and Shashemene appeared to be on the move out of
their ethnic constraints and on the road to permanent urban
residence. Half the Gurage heads of household in Akaki Beseka
did not intend to return to Gurageland, and more than half of
heads of-household and wives in Shashemene intended to stay in
the town3j. There was an indication of family-wise migration to
Shashemene from Gurageland and the Gurage children were attending school at the same rate as the currently more literate
Amhara and Tigray - again an investment in future urban life.
Urban migration of the Tigray. The Tigray present a case
which is quite different from the ethnic groups mentioned
above. In both Shashemene and Akaki Beseka they matched the

31 See note 10 at the end of the chapter.
32 See note 11 at the end of the chapter.
33 See note 12 at the end of the chapter.

Amhara as far as literacy and other urban accomplishments were
concerned, although they were found in other economic niches
(trade and communication) and formed small minorities in both
towns. Historically, the Tigray people have vied with the
Amhara for power in the Ethiopian State. The Ethiopian Emperor
preceding Menelik was from Tigray. In the two northern
provinces of Ethiopia, Tigray and Eritrea, the Tigray were the
dominating group, in all respects, with Tigrinya taking the
place of Amharic as the lingua franca. In its hey-day, before
the impact of the long-drawn civil conflict in Eritrea, Asmera
could outdo Addis Abeba in many ways. And this is a symptom of
a very special characteristic of the Tigray: they had an urban
system of their own34, including a capital, the historical
towns of ancient Abyssinia, regional centres and small urban
areas. The towns in Tigray and Eritrea had on average 90 per
cent Tigrinya speakers ; this was only slightly lower than the
percentage of Amharic speakers in the towns of Begemdir and Gojam (95%) (CSO, 1968). No other ethnic category in Ethiopia
formed a majority in the towns located within their rural homelands.
For the well-qualified people of Tigray identity in Akaki
Beseka and Shashemene, this meant that they could practise inter-urban circulation, between home towns in Tigray and Eritrea
and the economically more expansive towns of southern Ethiopia.
Or if they went back to Tigrayland at a later date, they could
settle in towns. Clearly, this is a very different type of circulation from that practised by ethnic grou S with low status
and poorly
occupations in urban areas38
- paid
Urban migration of the Amhara. The particular position of
the Amhara in the ethnic hierarchy of southern Ethiopian towns
characterizes their mode of migration. Whereas Amhara small
farmers in Amharaland lead lives not markedly different in material welfare from the lives of many tenant farmers in the
vicinity of Shashemene, the Amhara who migrate to the southern
towns are to a large extent members of an upper stratum when
they arrive in town, and it is because of this that they come.
It is an open question how "typical" the Gurage and Welayita
migrants to Shashemene are in relation to all Gurage and Welayita; about the Amhara we know from the outset that they are
not typical of the majority of Amhara living in the country.
The Amhara in Shashemene are far too literate, too experienced
(in terms of urban life) and powerful(as landowners and officials) in comparison with the ordinary farmers in northern
Shewa, Gojam or Welo. Should an ordinary Amhara, with the characteristics of northern farmers, appear in town (as occasionally happens) he cannot benefit from his ethnic identity per

.

34 Maybe more accurately an urban sub-system, since it was def initely part and parcel of the national urban system.
35 See note 13 at the end of the chapter.

se. He must have kinship or other relations with Amhara big men
already there to be able to claim patronage from more influential Amhara in town. In fact, he can put his ethnic identity to
much less use than a Gurage or Welayita, who may be able to
fall back on an ethnic network for initial assistance.
The Amhara who move to Shashemene then are often long-distance migrants with firm roots in the urban system, as we have
seen. The southern towns were still their territory in the beginning of the 1970es.
Confirmation from Akaki Beseka. The study of Akaki Beseka
confirms the main findings from Shashemene, as far as the two
studies can be compared. The ethnic differentiation found in
Shashemene was found in Akaki Beseka as well. People of the
same ethnic categories were active in the same major niches in
both towns, the difference being one of the proportion present
from the various group in the respective town, and of the ethnic dominance in the lower economic strata. Concretely this
means, for instance, that the Gurage in Akaki Beseka were involved in trade to the same extent as those in Shashemene, but
they made up less than 10 per cent of Mullenbach's 527 sample
heads of household whereas they in Shashemene they were close
to 20 per cent36. The "survival occupation" of being a daily
labourer was dominated by Welayita in Shashemene, but in Akaki
Beseka - 220 km north of Shashemene - local Shewa Oromo were
most frequently in this niche, along with a number of individuals of other ethnic identity, including Amhara, who had not
succeeded in their "proper" niches. The closer one gets to
Amharaland, the more likely one is to find Amhara in less prestigious positions and the more pronounced the tendency for
Amhara to dominate at the top.

The urban migration process
Migration and the occupational structure. A large proportion of
the urban inhabitants in the southern urban system appear to
move "according to conditions affecting the segment of the
economy in which they are engaged" (Olmstead, op. cit. ) If we
look closely at the occupations represented in Shashemene, and
in other urban areas in Ethiopia, it appears that for many, geographical mobility is inherent in the practice of the occupation itself. It is easy to perceive that a pastoral nomad has
to be on the move to survive in his economic activity; it may
be less easy to see that the same holds true for traders, and
more difficult still to see that it is also so for soldiers,
teachers, craftsmen, prostitutes, bureaucrats and others. The
A

.

36 In Akaki Beseka, there was a sizeable Arab minority active
in trading as well.

(residential) mobility of people with different occupations has
been a theme in migration studies in Britain and the United
States (Willis, 1974: 19-28). Some of the geographical mobility
of people in formal occupations, such as bureaucrats and military men, can be seen as being of the same type as the "career
mobility" reported in the literature. But the movement of people in the informal sector, like traders and prostitutes, is of
a different character.
Looking at traders, for instance, Fecadu states that
Shashemene was part of the Sodo Gurage trading region. Relying
on Fecadu's description, we may interpret the Shashemene material as there being two separate generations of in-migrants
among the Sodo Gurage living in the town in 1973. There was one
group that had moved more than once before coming to
Shashemene, several of whom had lived in Addis Abeba, and few
had relatives in Shashemene. This group of Sodo traders may
have served their apprenticeship in the capital and then established a Sodo "bridgehead" in Shashemene. They were followed by
a second generation of Sodo in-migrants, who came to Shashemene
directly from their birth-places in Gurageland. Some of these
moved to relatives in Shashemene; others stated explicitly that
they came to the town because they had heard from (returning)
traders back home that the trading opportunities were good.
Complicating the matter further is the fact reported by Fecadu,
that many of the urban Sodo had kept up a second residence in
their rural areas; that they in fact could be said to practise
an urban form of "transhumance" - spending part of the year in
the rural area arid part in the urban. This would be quite different from circular migration, since they keep both residences
(including wives) going simultaneously, whereas circular migration implies residence in one place at a time.
~ i ~ k a t i oand
n social organization. Apart from migration
processes generated
by the economic organization
of different
groups, their respective social organizations generate their
own mobility. For instance, for women of virilocal ethnic
groups, migration is a consequence of the gender system. When
they marry, women of many ethnic groups will change residence,
to a rural or urban location depending on the residence of
their husbands (Olmstead). The social organization of a group
generates migration in other ways - if the rule is for young
(men) to leave the parental home, for example, or if divorces
initiated by women make them change residence for fear of male
retaliation (see Lakech's example above). In the non-African
migration literature this kind of mobility is calLed "life-cycle migration". Depending on the residence rules of the individual ethnic groups, this type of migration can generate large
volumes of migration. Its importance in the dimension of
Swedish migration streams has recently been pointed out (Holm &
Oberg, 1984, see also Hagerstrand, 1975).

The groups in Shashemene came from three main types of social and economic organization. The AmharaITigray stemmed from
plough cultivators with ambilineal descent and complementary
gender roles in agricultural production. The Oromo categories
were plough farmers, but had been pastoral cattle-keepers in a
past which for some, like the Arsi, was quite recent. The
Gurage/Welayita/Kembata came from ensete cultures, in which
male labour in agricultural work could be concentrated in certain periods of the year, and farms could be given minimum attention for long periods and still be easily revived. Looking
at the migratory experience from other African countries, it is
easy to imagine the ensete groups practising a form of male urban migration, leaving wives and children behind to keep the
farms going. However, there was no indication of this type of
migration in the Shashemene material. The main difference between groups with different forms of sexual division of labour
in agriculture was between the Amhara and the others; all the
others had a balanced relation between married men and women of
the same ethnic identity, with few "independent" women, while
the Amhara had a balance of married adults but a large number
of previously married women living in town. From the interviews, it was clear that few of the currently divorced women
had arrived in the urban system as divorcees. The rule was for
women to come to town as youngsters or married wives. The surplus of divorced Amhara women seemed to be generated in the
towns in central southern Ethiopia, and nowhere else.

Notes to Ca~ter10
1. Fecadu (1972), Olmstead (1974), Mullenbach (1976), Lakech
(1978), Burley (1979), Dessalegn(1979). Palen (1976,1977)
and Seleshi (1979) have also written about internal migration. Their respective articles are conventional second-hand
analyses of sample data from the Central Statistical Office
and provide no new insights into the phenomenon. I shall not
discuss them here.
2. There is a tendency to underestimate the importance of natural growth in the population growth of urban areas in
Africa. Because of the very specific age structures (caused
by rural-urban in-migration) in urban areas, the birth-rate
is likely to be higher and the death-rate lower than in rural areas. In addition, in most African countries medical
services are concentrated in urban areas.
3. Undoubtedly, many in the informal sector of the economy in
Shashemene in 1973 would have been glad to enter formal employment if such had been available for people with their
particular qualifications. My point is that it makes no

sense to speak of "unemployment" when "employment" for the
unqualified majority is virtually non-existent.
4. Hart, 1973, discusses the constraints on entry to informal
occupations in Accra. The cases from Kampala presented in
Obbo, 1980, show convincingly the problematic position of
women trying to attain economic independence from men by activities in the female niches of the informal economy.
5. "In the town proper there was only a handful of Arssi and
the great bulk of the population were officials, traders,
craftsmen, labourers and destitutes drawn from all over
Ethiopia Kofele town was parasitic on its District, as
Shewa was parasitic on Arssi Province and the south in general".
6. According to Fecadu, the Gurage can be found in some
strength in 45 towns, from Dese in the north to Agere Mariam
in the south, from Jijiga in the east to Dembi Do10 in the
south. Most "Sodo towns", however, are situated in the central southern region, with Addis Abeba as the most northerly
centre, and a concentration along the Addis Abeba-Agere
Mariam road, passing through Shashemene and 11 other- small
towns (Ibid.:Fig 111, Sodo Migration and Trade).
7. For instance, Fecadu lists the following items of textiles
and clothing: silk, cotton, local hand-woven wool blankets,
factory made cotton sheets, local hand-woven cotton blankets, local hand-woven women's dresses, factory-made blankets, assorted cloth shops. (Ibid.:127). An ager would specialize in the trade in one or two such items, in a few
small towns. One ager was known for its proficiency in pickpocketing.
8. The schedule in the 1973 survey included a question about
intention to remain in Shashemene "to the end of your days".
Few respondents wanted to or were able to commit themselves
on this point.
9. OtConnor assigns prime importance to ethnic diversity in
the formation of varying migration careers: "How does ethnic
diversity influence African urban life? Firstly it affects
the scale, direction and character of rural-urban migration
(OtConnor, 1983:117).
10. In 1978, Welayita awraja had the highest estimated population density in Ethiopia: 230 persons per square km, to be
compared with 53 in Haikoch and Butajira (where Shashemene
is situated). Chebo and Gurage (including the homelands of
the Gurage), and Kembata and Hadia (home of the Kembata)
also had very high population densities: 95 and 183 persons
per square km, respectively (CSO, 1978).
11. Among the Mecha Oromo in western Welega, Jan Hultin found
that young men who were not able to marry and form households of their own, at times drifted into urban areas where
they seemed to form a hapless, low status group, moving between rural areas providing seasonal work opportunities but

...

..."

through the urban system. For them there could be no ruralurban circulation since they had lost their rural base and
could accumulate no capital to conquer a new one through
their urban economic activities (Hultin, 1984: personal communication). Similar mechanisms could be at work among the
Welayita.
12. An intention implying urban investment in housing, shops
and land, since these were used as justification by those
who wanted to explain their intention of remaining.
13. It must be remembered that the data from Akaki Beseka and
Shashemene were collected at a time when the war in Eritrea
had been going on for more than a decade. It is not unlikely
that the wish to return on the Eritrean people in the two
towns was a reflection of their ambiguous position outside
their home province which was in a state of rebellion
against Arnhara authority (from the point of view of many urban non-Tigray).

Chapter I I

Urban Migration in Ethiopia: Theoretical
Suggestions

After interpreting the results from Shashemene and looking at
the evidence from existing studies touching upon the field of
urban migration in Ethiopia, I want to discuss one further
question. This is the question of what lay behind the urban migration of people, between towns and between rural and urban
areas, in central and southern Ethiopia before 1974. In this
chapter I shall speculate on the possible structures and processes that would generate the pattern of migration and urban
social and economic order that the empirical studies from
Shashemene and other Ethiopian areas have hinted at and disclosed in isolated instances.

The Generation of Urban Migration
Why do people move?
The analysis of the reasons why people move has been undertaken
with two different approaches, in migration research. The first
has been to "infer motives from a study of objective structural
determinants and then to impute these motives to the migrants"
(Willis, 1974: 59). This approach has been criticized on the
ground that it places an excessive emphasis on rational behaviour
bid.). It also invites "aggregation biasu1. The perceptions of the analyst take the place of the perceptions of
the analyzed, which in turn may lead to an exaggeration of economic motives since labour market motives play an exceptionally
large role in the migration of academics involved in research
(Holm and Oberg, 1984a: 172). And, finally, the "objective determinants" are of necessity ecological and economic
"determinants" that can be observed and measured, such as geographical distance, size of places, number of telephones, and
rate of unemployment.
--

l Se note 1 at the end of the chapter.

The second approach to the question why people move, has
been simply to ask them. As I have already indicated2 this approach is riddled by its own problems. Willis concludes that
the general "why" question is not feasible to ask directly
since it produces a "congeries of answers" relating to widely
different aspects of the decision to move (Willis, op.cit.:
113). Foss points out that the "vocabulary of motives will
often be related to the last link in a long causal chain"
(Foss, 1984:53), and Holm and Oberg that some motives are easier to articulate than others, and that the question is open to
interviewer bias (Holm & Oberg, op. cit.). In African migration
research, the resolution of the problems of interpreting
replies to the "why" question has most often been to impute
economic motives to the respondents, just as I did in this book
(Chapter 2) and Mullenbach in his study of Akaki Beseka.
Apart from the invasion of the researcher's own perceptions
there are two main reasons why the second approach, as well as
the first, easily leads to the conclusion that only economic
motives need be considered in an argument about the causes of
migration. The first is a common confusion between cause and
effect. Most geographical moves have consequences for the economic life of the individual, regardless of whether these are
intended or not. When one is not able to interpret the stated
reasons of an informant, it is tempting to replace the causes
of migration with its effects. To take an example: A young
hhara boy runs away from home, a common occurrence in
Ethiopia, when his divorced mother remarries. He comes to
Shashemene where he finds a home with a relative. One effect of
the move is to re-distribute the economic burden of dependants
between households. The cause of the move are distinct aspects
of Amhara social organization: the ease of divorce and remarriage and the invidious position of step-children.
The second is a confusion between the reasons for net and
gross migration rates. It may well be assumed that a stable
change in the population distribution (a change in net migration, that is) between two areas is the result of a change in
the pattern of economic opportunities between the areas. This
is the message of the quotation below from Friedmann and Wulff,
for instance,

...

migration to cities reflects merely a demographic
adjustment to changes in the spatial structure of economic and social opportunities that result from the major urbanization processes :the exercise of power,
capital movements and innovation diffusion. Migration
is a derived phenomenon, a symptom of urbanization and
not the thing itself.
(Friedmann & Wulff, 1976:26).

...

Chapter 2.

The same ideas are passionately argued by Amin (1972,
1974), his conclusion being that the only legitimate research
on migration is that which is based on an analysis of basic
economic structures and their transformation. However, gross
migration can never be explained by the same reasoning as net
migration, for the simple reason that the explanations of net
migration streams deal only with migration in one direction,
whereas gross migration contains streams in two directions. It
is as well to remember that there are always two directions to
a flow of migration between two areas. This was already recognized by Ravenstein (1885), and it has become no less true
since then.

...

it is well known that the increase in number of
movements into a growing area also means a corresponding increase in number of movements out from it. At the
same time the spatial widening of the in-migration
field is followed by a very similar widening of the
out-migration field. Normally, the two fields are inseparable.
(Hagerstrand, 1963:80p).
Since most research on the causes of migration has been
concerned with net migration, however, the economic explanations found to be valid in that context have "contaminated" the
perceptions of researchers attempting to explain gross migration (Holm and Oberg, op.cit. :175).
Regardless of how one arrives at the conclusion that economic reasons predominate in the causes of migration, however,
the mere fact that the same reasons are said to hold true for
most migrants, means that we must begin thinking about the
causes of migration again. Obviously, children move for other
reasons than adults, women for other reasons than men, pastoralists for other reasons than farmers, and soldiers for
other reasons than traders. The moves of individuals belonging
to all these categories are certain to have economic effects
- but what causes people to move?
In saying this I do not want to imply that economic factors
are unimportant. The point is that they cannot explain the entire volume of gross migration, or the migration of all categories of individuals involved in migration. The economy can
still be seen as the "engine" of the migration flow, pulling
along a number of "prime movers" who are involved in economic
activities directly, and with them large numbers of people who
join the flow because of characteristics of their social organization, or whose moves are linked to the prime movers in migration chains3.
For an explanation see the section below

A Theoretical Model for the Causes of Urban
Migration in Ehtiopia
When proposing a model of the migration of population in the
Ethiopian urban system that takes account of the empirical
findings presented in this book, I shall adopt an approach
based on ideas of the migration process suggested by Hagerstrand. One of these ideas is that,

... an area having a rather stable number of inhabitants
can be looked upon as being a fixed system of stations
which is run through by a flow of individuals, single
or in groups.
(Hagerstrand, 1963:65).
The example used by Hagerstrand is from a set of farms in a
rural area. This implies an important aspect of a system of
"stations" in the sense above - they must belong to the same
"line of business". In an urban context, a system of stations
can be said to constitute a "niche" in the sense used in urban
anthropology4. Movement within such a system of stations follows a certain pattern.
In a system of this kind we can call the movements
"replacement movements". Primarily, movements are generated through vacancies arising at deaths or when old
people leave their earlier functions. Yet at the end of
the chain the ultimate replacement has to come through
young people leaving home.
(Hagerstrand, 1963:65).
Replacement movements give rise to long or short "movement
chains", depending on the qualifications required for the people involved (Hagerstrand, 1969:71). To take an example from
the military field: The retirement of a general would lead to a
promotion chain along the entire line of command, implying geographical moves for many of the individuals promoted, whereas
the loss of a c o m o n soldier would lead to the engagement of
one more recruit, no more. Hagerstrand's own opinion is that
the majority of all geographical movements are to be seen as
replacement movements (Ibid.)
The importance of replacement movements leads Hagerstrand
to stress the system aspect of the migration process (Ibid:72).
I shall now use Hagerstrand's concepts as heuristic devices
in an attempt to structure the process of urban migration at
Ethiopia in the beginning of the 1970s.

Se note 2 at the end of the chapter.

In chapters 6 and 7, I described the economy of Shashemene
as an "opportunity structure" in the form of a range of opportunities to earn a living, in which access to opportunities was
found to be channelled primarily through ethnicity and gender.
The opportunity structure can be thought of as a system of interdependent economic niches. Some of the niches are more vital
to the economy than others. They are "core niches", in which
the economic activities that carry the main functions of the
urban system are performed. Others are "ancillary niches", with
activities supporting the main functions.
Each niche consists of a system of "stations" in Hagerstrand' S sense5. Stations are clearly defined in some systems,
as with the military and civil core niches, and vaguely
defined in others. The systems reach beyond Shashemene to include parts of or the entire urban system of Ethiopia, and in
some instances rural areas as well. The spatial density of stations varies. If we look at the "manual labour" niche, stations
are vaguely defined (commercial farms? population agglomerations of all sizes?) but densely located. A daily labourer need
not look far to find a station; whether there are vacant positions in it is another matter. In the military niche, stations
are clearly defined and sparsely located. In some niches, such
as the civil service, stations are clustered in certain geographic areas (towns) and are rare in others (rural areas).
Some stations are permanent in time, others are seasonal or
temporary. Finally, some stations are geographically permanent,
and others are mobile.
In Hagerstrand's original formulation, a set of "stations"
can be either workplaces or residences (1963:61). I conceive of
the stations in the Ethiopian urban, or rural-urban, context
primarily as places of work, or economic transactions6. Whether
they are also places of residence has to be discussed in each
particular instance. As the discussion of "farmers" earlier in
the book has shown, one cannot assume, even for them, that
workplace and residence are always one and the same7. On the
s~
be 'Lcommuters"in the sense of
other hand, ~ t h i o ~ i a ncannot
Swedes or North Americans. The economic means for extended
daily journeys between home and work are simply not there. For
most people, you must be able to walk it to do it - or you will
have to form a temporary residence at your work place. The
"temporary residence" is a key institution in Ethiopian urban
life - so much so that the easy availability of temporary resi-

Se note 3 at the end of the chapter.
Se note 4 at the end of the chapter.
See Chapter 9.
Except, of course, a small economic elite.

dences in the form of hotels9 was part of the original definition of a townlO.
How is migration generated in the system outlined above? I
suggest that migration should be looked at as a consequence of
structural processes, taking place in the urban system and its
interchange with rural areas. Some of these processes are primary: this is the generation of mobility that takes place in
the "core niches" of the urban system, and which sets the pace
for mobility in the urban system as a whole. Referring to
Mitchell's original formulation, one might say that these primary processes determine the rate of migration within urban areas and between urban and rural areas (Mitchell, 1961). Others
are secondary: the processes generating mobility in the
"ancillary niches" of the urban system. And finally, there are
the tertiary processes generated by demographic processes and
principles of organization within the different ethnic groups,
such as the organization of kinship and domestic life, work organization etc. and also the political organization between
groups, the ethnic stratification of society that has appeared
so decisively in the Shashemene study. One might say that the
tertiary processes determine who, both which groups and who
within groups: who migrates, who participates in the inter-urban and rural-urban exchange and who does not. This is reminiscent of the incidence of migration, discussed by Mitchell
(op.cit.), although he stresses the idiosyncratic element in
the selection of migrants.
Before going on to discuss the primary and secondary processes generating migration I shall mention characteristics of
the tertiary processes.
1. The organization of kinship and domestic life. In all
kinds of social organization, the social life cycle generates
migration. The concrete form of this migration depends on the
gender system (which includes the cultural fashioning of biological reproduction), residence rules, and the economic basis
of the group. In other words, the form of migration depends on
who lives with whom, where, for how long, doing what. The ethnic groups represented in Shashemene varied widely in these res~ects.
2. Work organization. If we look at work in rural areas,
different systems of productions generate migration in different ways, ranging from sedentary farmers, primarily subject to
life cycle migration, to pastoral nomads, spending their entire
lives "on the road" in seasonal circuits. The gender system is
again of importance, through the division of work between men
and women.In urban areas, shop- and bar-owners would be the
most sedentary and traders pursuing the periodic markets in a
given region the most mobile. Here the migration generated in
"places where strangers may sleep", that is.
l0 See Chapter 3.

the "core niches" would set the pace for the urban system as a
whole.
3. Ethnic stratification. The ethnic stratification of
Ethiopia during the era of the Empire affected both the division of labour within the urban system between ethnic groups
and the access to political power. If the principles of kinship
and work organization above determined which individuals within
ethnic groups would be geographically mobile, and during which
periods in their lives and which seasons of the year, the principle of ethnic stratification determined which ethnic groups
would participate in the urban system and in what capacity.
I shall now leave the tertiary processes generating migration and concentrate the following discussion on the primary
and secondary processes.

Mobility in the "core niches" of urban Ethiopia
In order to identify the "core niches" of the urban economy in
Ethiopia, it is cecessary to look at the functions of the urban
system in the larger economy.
Modern urbanization in Ethiopia has not been based on
industrializationll. Industry still plays a minor role in the
urban economy as a whole. In the analysis of the 1970 Urban
Survey in Ethiopia, it was found that 60% of the economically
active population was engaged in "services" (commerce, transport and communications, financing and community, social and
personal services), varying from about 40% in towns with less
than 20,000 inhabitants to nearly 80% in Addis Ababa. 25%,
roughly, were to be found in industry (all kinds of manufacturing, mining and quarrying, utilities and construction) and
nearly 15% in agriculture (CSO, 1977:35).
Disregarding the activities that are mainly aimed at the
urban population itself, including most of manufacturing, the
main functions of the urban system of Ethiopia at the beginning
of the 1970ts,was to transfer goods between the different
parts of the country, to administer the population, and to preserve internal and external security. There were three groups
of people who performed the basic functions of the urban system: the traders, the civil servants and the police and armed
forces. Earlier (in Chapter 3) I have referred to the fact that
these three categories were the first to man the garrison towns
of southern Ethiopia; now I am arguing that they still played
the most central roles in the urban economic system in the
.
means that commerce (causing the distribuearly 1 9 7 0 ' s ~ ~This
tion of domestic production and imports over the country),
l1 Se note 5 at the end of the chapter.
l 2 Se note 6 at the end of the chapter.

civil service(particularly administration), and military service can be regarded as the core niches of the urban economy.

The military service
I shall begin with a discussion of the migration pattern generated in the military services. These were fundamental to the
southern towns and can therefore be thought to have influenced
the expectation of mobility in these towns, also outside the
military itself. For Africa, the militar establishment in
Ethiopia under Haile Selassie was large1 5 Stations and rules
regarding replacement migration are better defined in this than
other core niches. The "set" or "system" of stations in the
military services are, of course, the permanent barracks and
educational institutions of the armed forces. In the course of
a military career, a man will move through a number of these,
and depending on the contingencies of peace and war in the
country, he will stay in other geographical areas as well. Some
of these moves will be associated with advancement in the military career, a kind of "career mobility" studied with regard to
professionals and civil servants in other parts of the world.
Each "career move" will lead to a number of replacement moves,
the length of the migratory chain depending on the rank of the
person promoted. At the end of the chain, a new recruit may be
admitted to the niche.
Those serving or having served in the armed forces in
Shashemene were predominantly of Amhara identity. Nationally,
other groups are represented as well (Markakis, 1974:255), but
there is no doubt that the Amhara can be said to control the
niche.
Amhara dominance of the military can easily be explained
historically, by the predominant role of the Amhara in the development and formation of the Ethiopian State, largely by military means. However, a standing army of considerable size is a
new phenomenon in Ethiopia. Traditionally, the political leaders supporting the Emperor would muster armies to accompany him
on military expeditions during slack seasons in agriculture; at
other times the "soldiers" would go home to farm. The opponents, who were just as often insurgent regional leaders as
foreign invaders from south or north, would do the same. The
ebb and flow of the military tide would follow the seasonal cycles of the Ethiopian capital, which in itself was not stationary for the greater eart of Ethiopian history, a special case
of "urban mobilityf'l According to Horvath (1969), the reasons
for the mobility of the capital were mainly military. The scale

.
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13 Only Egypt and South Africa had larger military forces on
the African continent.
l 4 Se note 7 at the end of the chapter.

of seasonal movement caused by the military activities of the
state was very considerable.
The number of people residing in the roving capitals
fluctuated considerably throughout the year. During the
three-month rainy season the emperor would retire to a
favourite spot and the population of the settlement
would shrink towards its nadir. During this time a few
thousand or perhaps only a few hundred people, the emperor's retainers, soldiers and slaves, resided in the
capital. But with the cessation of the rains, the capital once again became the focus of the Ethiopian political-military power field and the population of the
settlement would once again swell towards its zenith.
The Amhara-Tigray elite and other persons owing allegiance to the monarch would converge upon the capital
with their followers. We have only the roughest estimates of the size of the capitals; however, travellers
commonly placed their population between 20,000 and
40,000. Incredibly large numbers of animals such as
mules, horses, and asses, perhaps 50,000-100,000, also
were present. Incidentally, even early twentieth-century Addis Ababa retained this deciduous population
trait.
(Horvath, 1969:209).
The structure of the garrison towns of the early twentieth
century (of which Shashemene was one) retained the impermanent
atmosphere of the roving capitals (Ibid.).
Amhara/Tigray social organization still includes institutions that bear witness to the contingencies of a mobile existence. One such institution is the demoz marriage, whereby a
man is able to marry a woman on a temporary basis against a
fixed salary or occasional presents (Lakech, 1978:9). The land
use system of Amharaland, in which land was controlled by kinship groups and redistributed at intervals to persons with a
legitimate claim (either paternally or maternally) to descent
from a common ancestor, made it possible for a person to be absent for prolonged periods, if necessary15. The same was true
of the system of land rights in Tigray.
The mobility of military men would generate female mobility
as well. In war as in peace, men were dependent on women for
the satisfaction of their daily needs. Traditionally this was
arranged by "wives" of varying status accompanying the
armies16. In the period between the Italian occupation and the
l5 Se note 8 at the end of the chapter.
l6 The same condition held true for European armies before the
appearance of modern warfare.

end of the Ethiopian Empire, wives accompanied military husbands on their postings to the different military stations.
The direction of movement within the military services
would be from periphery to centre. The actual location of the
centre would vary with the branch of the armed forces; for the
army, it would be the capital and for the air force, the nearby
town of Debre Zeyit. After departure-.fromthe services, a town
like Shashemene could be an alternative residence since it was
located in the centre of an area where land grants to ex-military men had been distributed. If the actual grantee did not
take up residence there, his descendants might be the ones to
take up residence at a later date, as we have seen.
The mobility pattern of the armed forces can, then, be seen
as one with ordered moves between certain permanent stations at
regular intervals, and to other, impermanent stations, when
necessary. The individual probably has some, but not much, possibility of influencing the moves. Movements within the system
are closely related, the transfer of one causing the transfers
of others. The domestic group related to people within the
niche will move with them; each individual move within the system, particularly "career moves", will therefore lead to a
large number of consequent moves, of subordinates and their dependants.

Civil service
The mobility pattern in the niche of the civil service resembles that of the military in that stations are well defined,
with a sub-set for each branch of government activity. But
whereas the military are concentrated in relatively large stations in a few places, the civil servants are spread thinly
over the whole country, although more concentrated in urban
than rural areas. In the samples from Shashemene few civil servants were caught in the net; nevertheless, they constitute an
influential group in the town, but more through their activities than through their numbers.
Mobility between stations in the civil service resembles
that of the military, in that movement takes place because of
transfer by the government. There is more opportunity of manipulation by the individual civil servant than by the individual
soldier. There are also many more places to be transferred to.
As with the military, each move in the system results in replacement moves in migratory chains of varying length.
The civil servants in Ethiopia at the beginning of the
1970's were a heterogeneous group. In the literature they are
usually treated as two collectives: the "traditional" officials, with no or little education who owed their offices to
political allegiance and patronage, and the "modern" officials
who were educated and expected to reform the system, but were
largely frustrated because of their relative youth and conse-

quent subordinate positions in the system (Clapham, 1969:92pp).
In all probability, these two groups had quite different mobility expectations and patterns. Nevertheless, common to both
would be an expectation to move. In the following analysis, I
am primarily referring to the "modern" officials, particularly
the teachers who, with the growth of the educational system
from the beginning of the 1960s, were becoming a lar& fraction
of the entire civil service.
For the educated officials there were two careers within
the civil service. One was an unrecognized, informal geographical career and the other was the recognized, formal status career. The geographical career ladder included a hierarchy of
places, in which a position in a distant, rural village would
be at the bottom and a position in Addis Ababa at the top of
the hierarchy. The formal career would consist of the "normal"
steps in an official career in any of the sub-divisions of the
civil service. Promotion in the formal career often meant geographical promotion as well. But since there were many more
subordinate than superordinate positions, a person who could
not expect formal promotion for some time would spend his efforts on improving his geographical career. This ambition could
express itself quite drastically; in 1973, for instance, I was
told that every single primary school teacher in the province
of Gamo Gofa had asked to be transferred to another geographical location17. In the hierarchy of places, some would consider
Shashemene an acceptable position for a period of longer stay,
because of the size of the town and the ease of communications
with the capital. Just as in the formal career, a move in the
geographical career would lead to a chain of replacement moves,
down to the most distant villages18 of the Ethiopian countryside.
The "modern" sector of the civil service was controlled by
people from the ethnic groups who had benefitted earliest from
education. These were the Amhara and the Tigray, but there were
also minorities from other central ethnic categories - Shewa
and Welega Oromo. Since educational institutions had only recently been established in the rural areas anywhere in the
country19, people with an urban background would be favoured.
Within the civil service, there was considerable ethnic recruitment, leading particularly to rivalry between Amhara and
Tigray groups.
As among the military personnel; replacement moves and the
moves of dependants meant that the civil service was a considerable generator of urban migration. Lack of attachment to the
current place of work, and an expectation of moving fairly
shortly, was pronounced among most modern officials outside the
l7 Communication from the Provincial Educational Office, 1973.
l8 Se note 9 at the end of the chapter.
l9 Se note 10 at the end of the chapter.

Addis Abeba metropolitan region. The turnover rate was probably
higher than among the military, which also employed many more
local people.

Commerce
The properties of the commercial niche differ radically from
those of the two niches discussed above. Both military and
civil services belong to the formal sector of the economy; entering the commercial niche we are entering the heart of the
informal economy, although commercial activities certainly have
long branches into the formal sector of the economy as well. We
are also entering the economic raison d'gtre of towns like
Shashemene. Without commerce and its attendant activities
(transport, temporary residences and "domestic" services of all
kinds) they would dwindle to include little but the military
barracks and the government offices that once caused their existence.
The commercial niche is complex and full of variations. It
includes many sub-sets of stations, "sub-niches", which each
ought to be analyzed separately. Here I shall restrict the discussion to the most prominent characteristics of commercial activities as far as migration is concerned.
The role of commerce in Ethiopia is to bring goods from
places of production, or entry, to all the different areas of a
vast country20. At the most detailed end of this process, the
"bringing" means literally someone taking the goods, loading
them on a land-rover, a mule, or a human back and having them
carried to their destination.
The function of commerce has important consequences for the
system of migratory "stations". Here we have first of all a
niche in which workplace and residence for most people are not
the same. And apart from shops and kiosks, and the warehouses
of large traders, the stations are not permanent workplaces.
One can regard the workplaces of traders as inconstant temporally, but defined in space, such as the periodic markets
which bring goods and small traders together in large numbers
at certain intervals. Or they can be regarded as constant but
"roving" in the sense of the Ethiopian capitals, as periodic
markets relieve one another in a market ring, being visited by
different local traders but largely the same regional ones.
Whichever way one chooses to look at the mobile stations in
the commercial niche, their most important characteristic from
the migratory point of view, is that they are afloat in the urban system, and that the majority of traders have to move along
with them. This means that the residence of a trader can be regarded more as the base-camp of an urban nomad, than as a
place of permanent abode. Undoubtedly, many traders who "live

20 Se note 11 at the end of the chapter.

off the road" have several base-camps, including wives and
children, strategically placed along the way of the particular
circuit in which their roving stations trave121.
Another type of trader, the one who combines agriculture
during one part of the year with trade during another, can be
regarded as a rural-urban "transhumant" analogous to the pastoralists who alternate between two areas when grazing their
cattle.
The dependants of the traders are likely to remain in the
base-camp (or camps) where they are placed, subject to being
moved any time the demands of the trade call for a new camp location. The will not, however, share the extreme mobility of
the traders3~themselves.
It is difficult to see how the concept of "replacement migration" can be applied to the commercial niche, where there
are no easily identifiable stations and lines of succession.
Nevertheless, for the Sodo Gurage, Fecadu claimed that the
niche occupants kept control over access to the niche through a
system of monitored apprenticeship, whereby only a suitable
number of qualified candidates would be allowed to establish
themselves in the niche (Fecadu, 1972:140pp). For other specialists, there are certain to be gate-keepers as well; how
they operate is a matter for future investigation.
From Shashemene we know that the commercial niche comprised
traders from different ethnic groups. The niche as a whole was
not dominated by any single ethnic group, but there were important specializations within it.
The most "professional" traders were Muslims. This brings
out an important aspect of the "base-camp" argument above; in
order to have several camps of a more permanent nature, the
traders must be able to practice polygamy. This is true for the
Muslims, but also for the Christian Sodo, who despite the dictates of religion practise polygyny when expedient. Again, according to Fecadu, the latter group, with their strong remaining ties with the countryside, have a strategy of marrying barren women as their town-wives, while retaining a family with
children in the rural area. The intent is said to be to avoid
dissent among half-siblings (Ibid).
The ability to form several domestic base-camps was not,
however, the decisive reason for Muslim dominance in long distance trade. The community of Muslims in Ethiopia have played a
crucial role in trade since historic times, usually explained
by the disdain among the ruling highlanders for commercial activities. The entrance of the Gurage on the scene followed after migrant Arabs abandoned the niche. The end of Yemenite

21 Se note 12 at the end of the chapter.
22 In Ethiopia, mobile trade is exclusively the domain of men,
whereas the small-scale trading in given locations may well be
dominated by women.

trade migration to Ethiopia was probably caused by the development of closer, more profitable goals for migration - the oil
riches of Saudi Arabia and the Emirates.
A new factor is the engagement of successful Amhara
landowners in trade, particularly in grain, honey and other
prestige commodities. I do not know if similar occurrences were
happening in other parts of the country, or if this was an effect of the general "clondyke" spirit of Shashemene, engendered
by the incipient Green Revolution and the expansion of the communications network taking place in that particular region.

Mobility in the "ancillary niches" of the urban system
A plethora of activities supporting the activities of the core
niches take place in the ancillary niches of the urban system.
This is where all the work of catering for travellers is carried out, of transport, temporary dwellings, food and drink
places etc. but also activities aiming at the whole of the urban population.
Even though many of the activities in these niches do not
in themselves entail mobility, there is also a general expectancy here of moving on, if conditions prove to be better
somewhere else.
The lack of expectation of permanence in a given urban area
is striking. Many, probably most, of the town-dwellers active
in the ancillary niches, as well as many in the core niches,
are certainly permanent urbanites. But their commitment to urban life is to the urban system as such, not to individual
places.
The readiness to move when required is not new or peculiar
to urban Ethiopians. The peoples living within the boundaries
of present-day Ethiopia were mobile long before the advent of
the contemporary urban system. Some of the historical population movements were extremely dramatic and took place over
short periods of time - the result of the ravages of wars with
neighbours, conquests of groups living inside what is now
Ethiopia, and natural disasters. Others went on much longer but
involved fewer people at a time, like the slave trade which
flourished well into the twentieth century. Others again were
both long-term and involved large numbers of people - the gradual penetration of the Oromo groups from south to north during
the seventeenth century, for instance. If there was ever a
country where the idea of a sedentary past is sheer illusion,
~~.
Ethiopia, in addition, includes
it is ~ t h i o ~ i aContemporary
large minorities of pastoral people who are not sedentary, and
many more with a pastoral or semi-pastoral recent past. And
then there is the tradition of "urban mobility" as manifested

23 Se note 13 at the end of the chapter.

by the roving capitals, already mentioned in this chapter.
Against this background, the lack of commitment to permanent
residence in Shashemene can be seen as the continuation of a
historic tradition, which has not yet been broken.
Returning to the typology of African population mobility
suggested by Gould and Prothero (1974), the type of mobility in
Ethiopian southern towns can best be described as being of two
kinds. First, periodic, seasonal and long-term circulation in
rural-urban, urban-rural and urban-urban directions. As examples of occupational categories involved in these kinds of
movements the authors mention traders, labourers and civil servants. We might add military personnel. Second, there is a considerable volume of irregular migration, defined as "not wholly
permanent in that further movement is likely in the future but
neither the term nor direction of such movements are known"
(Ibid.:99). Among examples of categories practising inter-urban
irregular migration are refugees and elite groups; from
Shashemene I should like to suggest a large number of categories
involved in the urban ancillary niches, from carpenters
to beer traders. Permanent migration, in the sense of "definite
movements with no propensity
to return to the home area"24 was
thus practiced primarily by property owners in the context of
Shashemene, and " ob owners", people with binding employment in
the formal sector . The respondents born in Shashemene were
another group that stated a definite intention of remaining
justifying, this by referring to their local kinship relations.
L

i5

Urban migration in southern Ethiopia and the decision to
move
The stress on the structural generation of migration in the
preceding sections makes it necessary to say something about
the decision to migrate.
Not all migrants decide about their own movements. In
Chapter 2, a conservative estimate of the proportion of
"dependent" migrants was that 40% of the respondents, husbands
and wives, had arrived in the t.own through a process of
"derived" (Agersnap, 1952) or "sequentialf'
(Das Gupta, 1959)
migration. If the dependent children and relatives of the
respondents had been included, the proportion of dependent inmigrants to Shashemene would have been much higher. In addition
to the kind of family migration presented by dependants, some
in-migrants had also been subject to "obligatory" migration
(Das Gupta, op.cit.) in the form of transfer by employers, or
.....................

24 Se note 14 at the end of the chapter.
25 However, most of those positions in Shashemene were of a
character where the employer might order a transfer at any
time.

because they were sent for or ordered to move by senior
kinsmen, as we saw in the case from Akaki Beseka.
Among the remaining "voluntary" migrants, the loose attachment to any given town suggested in the above sections, has important implications for the decision to migrate. Most of the
residents in a town like Shashemene lived near to subsistence
level. All they owned could easily be packed in a wooden or tin
box and loaded on a bus. Their one-room dwellings were rented
and identical ones could easily be found in another town. The
chance of a better living somewhere else could easily induce a
move. This is the message of the "nonsensical" answers to the
question about the reasons for coming to Shashemene, described
in Chapter 2. With little or nothing to lose, information about
opportunities imparted by an incidental acquaintance could easily bring about the move for someone who was already afloat in
the urban stream.

Notes to Chapter 11
1. Aggregation bias occurs whenever the behaviour of a group of
actors is interpreted as though the actors were homogeneous
in all characteristics relevant to the behaviour in question, when they in fact are not. See further Willis (1974)
page 177-178.
2. This is not part of Hagerstrand's original formulation. He
uses the term "niche" in the sense of "place in the system"
in another part of the same paper.
3. Hagerstrand writes of "sets of stations" serving the needs
of the population living in an area. The stations are concrete places, such as workplaces and homes (1963:61). Using
the concept of "station" in the context of urban Ethiopia, I
see these "stations" as concrete places too, although not
restricted to a limited area. A system of stations, such as
that found in the military services, can be located throughout Ethiopia, the main characteristic of each system being
that individuals of a given vocation move between them.
4. This may lead to contradictions with the conventional definition of migration as a permanent change of residence,
which has been used throughout this book. The conventional
definition is not, however, necessarily the most useful definition theoretically(Hagerstrand, 1969: 71).
5. The same holds true for all of tropical Africa, and industrial production still plays a relatively minor role in most
African urban systems (OIConnor, 1983:132). The lack of industry at times makes foreign observers question the
"urbanness" of African towns altogether. But, as O'Connor
points out, tertiary activities have been the base for urban

systems throughout the world and over several millennia and
"it is perhaps the 'Western' industrial city, and its partial replica elsewhere, that represents the deviation"
(Ibid. )
6. The same conclusion can be inferred from Markakis' discussion of the economic life of Ethiopian towns (Markakis,
1974:165p). He also refers to the impermanent character of
most Ethiopian towns: "..A monotonous similarity characterizes most Ethiopian towns, its main characteristic being an
air of vagrant shabbiness...The absence of substantial
structures gives the towns an air of impermanence."
(Ibid. : 166, emphasis added).
7. The long period of roving capitals was interrupted by the
settlement at Gonder in 1636. The capital remained at Gonder
until the middle of the 18th century. After that there was
no long-term capital of Ethiopia until the foundation of Addis Abeba at the end of the 19th century (~orvath,
1969:207). At that time, of course, Ethiopia only included
the territory at present covered by the provinces of Tigray,
Gonder, Gojam, We10 and parts of Shewa.
8. The ambilineal descent system and its relation to land
rights had many other consequences as well. See Hoben, 1963
for an authoritative analysis.
9. In principle at least. Most likely, the chain would be interrupted on the way by new entrants who for various reasons
were able to start some way above the bottom. Part of the
disadvantages of distant positions was that the officials
risked being forgotten, and because of poor communications
were not able to look after their interests in the centre.
10. The reason for the high literacy rate on the part of Amhara
and Tigray in Shashemene in 1973 was not that rural Amharaand Tigrayland had been favoured with schools, but because
of the urban dominance of these two groups. Church and Koran
schools were also important factors in teaching literacy
among the two groups. Modern educafion had found its way to
rural areas mainly through mission schools. Their influence
could be noticed among educated persons from, for instance,
parts of Eritrea and Welega.
11. I want to remind my non-Ethiopian readers that the territory of Ethiopia is as large as that of France and Spain
combined, and that in 1970 50% of this territory was situated more than 30 km from an all-weather road or railroad
(Mesfin, Atlas, 1970:61).
12. I could not get replies to questions aimed at eliciting
this kind of information in the Shashemene survey. That such
arrangements did exist in northern Kenya in the first half
of the 1970s among the Borana Oromo, has been confirmed by
Gudrun Dahl (personal communication).
13. Jackson has pointed to the myth of the static society as a
fallacy common among students of migration, anywhere. "This

implies, by harking back to some pre-existing rural utopia,
that the natural condition of man is sedentary, that movement away from the natal place is a deviant-activity associated with disorganization and a threat to the established
harmony of Gemeinschaft relationships which are implied by a
lifg lived within a fixed social framework"(Jackson,
1963:3)
14. According to Gould and Prothero this is uncommon in all of
tropical Africa, in their article exemplified only by
labourers (rural-urban), retired people (urban-rural) and
people who change residence (urban-urban).

Appendix l

Urban Migration in Southern Ethiopia
after 1974

Events in Ethiopia since 1974 are certain to have influenced
the rate and pattern of urban migration. There is, however,
little information available about urban growth after the revolution. The main text of this book deals with processes that
may to some extent have become historical since the time data
were collected in 1970-73. Nevertheless, I shall try to assess
the influence of reforms and other events on urbanization since
then.
Some of the major reforms since the revolution are likely
to have had the effect of inhibiting urban migration, both rural-urban and inter-urban. The first of these reforms was the
land reform (1975) under which the land holding of each farming household was limited to a maximum of 1 gasha
(approximately 40 ha). The distribution of land, and the allocation of land to new-corners, was delegated to Peasant Associations, which were formed all over the country. To be certain of
land holding rights in a location, an individual needed to be
present there and to have the intention of farming himself. The
use of hlred labour was in principle forbidden, the only exceptions to this being female heads of household and invalids.
Furthermore, land could not be sold, mortgaged, let or exchanged by individuals. If a farmer left an area the relevant
Peasant Association would give the land he farmed to someone
else and he would not be compensated in any way. The principle
of the land reform was, of course, that he should be admitted
to land in another area instead under the same conditions. One
effect of the reform was to force people with an economic interest in rural land to live in rural areas in order to safeguard their interests.
The second major reform influencing urbanization was the
urban housing reform (1975) which, along the lines of the land
reform, limited house ownership to one house per household. All
"extra houses" were confiscated iind put under the administration of the Urban Dwellers Associations; the letting of houses
by anyone other than the associations was forbidden. Rents were
radically reduced. A counter-move on the part of house owners
when the reform was introduced was to give their "extra houses"
to relatives and clients, so that ultimately there were few
"extras" to administer - and let. One consequence of the hous-

ing reform was a severe shortage of accommodation in urban areas as the number of dwellings available for rent decreased at
the same time as effective demand increased because of the
lower rents.
Both reforms made it necessary to register the population.
The registration was performed by the Peasant Associations and
the Urban Dwellers Associations. Change of residence since 1975
involves registering both at the place of departure and the
destination; without a proper certificate from the Association
a person is leaving, he or she will not be admitted into the
appropriate Association at the destination.
It appears more than likely that the land reform and urban
housing reforms must have slowed down the flow of population
both from rural to urban areas and between urban areas. Whether
this in fact has been the effect of the reforms needs to be investigated.
The ambition of the government to control the grain trade
through the Agricultural Marketing Corporation(established in
1976; and given extended authority in 1979) has meant that
trading conditions have changed drastically. Since 1979 private
traders have been allowed only a certain quota of grain production; they have to obtain trading licenses; and they are subject to taxation. In addition, grain cannot be moved freely.
Apart from the license controls, restriction on grain
movements are in force in various localities. For instance, a wholesaler has to get a letter of permission
from the GPTF (Grain Purchase Task Force1) prior to his
purchase of grains in local markets and his leave for
other centres. Checkpoints are set up along major
routes of grain-flow.
(Alemayehu, 1984:10).
Traders who do not comply with the regulations and directives of the local GPTFs lose their trading licenses. Since the
grain trade can be seen as the most important activity in the
commercial niche that formed the basis of the urban economy before 1974, the restrictions on private trade in grain have undoubtedly influenced commerce and mobility in the urban system.
One observer concludes with regard to Dejen woreda in Gojam
that "Due to the restriction of licenses and the introduction
of higher taxes, business activity in general is not popular
any more"(Mengistu, 1985)~.
If the policy of the government has had the probable effect
of decreasing rural-urban and inter-urban mobility, other
events may have had the opposite effect. Since 1973-74 there

.....................
l To be found at all levels of the administrative hierarchy

since 1977178 (op.cit. :7).
Se note at the end of the appendix.

have been severe grain shortages in different parts of the
country, culminating in the famine of 1984-85 which affects
several provinces. Even though people have tried to meet the
emergencies by moving within rural areas, a certain spill-over
into towns is unavoidable when so many people are involved. The
same could be true of the various insurgencies and the war with
Somalia. My impression is, however, that few refugees from war
and famine stay in urban areas.
The registration of urban dwellers has not yet resulted in
the regular publication of reliable population figures for the
towns. In the 1977 report of the Second Round of Urban Surveys
(from 1970), rates of growth in the period 1970-75 are given
based on censuses by the Urban Dwellers Associations; but in
the Statistical Abstract of 1980 (the latest available in late
1984) most urban population figures were still based on projections from the CS0 surveys. According to these figures, the
rates of growth for Shashemene and parts of its "urban hinterland" have changed as follows:
Table Al.l
ESTIMATED RATES OF GROWTH OF SELECTED TOWNS IN SOUTHERN
ETHIOPIA

...............................................................
196570

1970- 197575
80"

Est. pop in
1980

...............................................................
9.8
7.8
6.2
23,348
6.4
6.0
3.1
1,277,259
2.8
6.6
6.1
23,167
2.1
4.0
5.4
18,078

Shashemene
Addis Abeba
Dila
Welayita Sodo

...............................................................

* The 1975-80 rate of growth is calculated from population data
in the two sources below.
Sources: Central Statistical Office, Analysis of Demographic
Data of Urban Areas Covered During Urban Survey, Second Round,
1969-1971, Statistical Bulletin 16, Addis Abeba 1977, Table 7;
Central Statistical Office, Ethiopia. Statistical Abstract
1980, Addis Abeba, 1980, Table B 4.
The figures in Table Al.l indicate that there has been some
decrease in the rate of urban growth in southern Ethiopia. Individual towns may still show considerable growth. According to
the annual population projection of 1980, the urban population
was expected to grow at an annual average of 5.7% between 1980
and 1985. Overall population growth was expected to be 2.7%
(CSO, 1980: table B 5).

Note to Appendix 1

1. Quoted with permission from the author. Mengistu found as
regards Dejen woreda that adult movement to town had practically ceased since "farming gives a better living than life
in an empty urban sector" (Ibid.) with reference to the
reforms mentioned above.

Appendix 2

Summary of an Evaluation of the Social
Survey method in the Collection of Data
from Shashemene

One aim of the re-study of respondents from the First Round of
Urban Surveys, carried out in Shashemene in 1965 by personnel
from the Central Statistical Office of the Ethiopian Government, was to assess the reliability of data generated by the
social survey method. By "social survey" I mean a method of
data collection that entails the use of a standard questionnaire, administered by interviewers and applied to a randomly
selected sample of the population. At the time of planning the
migration study I had considerable experience of social surveys
in Ethiopian towns and was therefore well acquainted with the
problems encountered in the use of social surveys in this particular context. The Shashemene study presented an opportunity
to assess the quality of data generated through urban social
surveys in Ethiopia.
In 1972 when fieldwork for the Shashemene study was begun
there were, and still are, few published examinations of the
methodological problems of empirical social research in
Ethiopia. Up to now, the most influential contribution has been
made by Siegfried Pausewang, who published Methods and Concepts
of Social Research in a Rural Developing Society (Munchen:
Weltforum Verlag) in 1973. The conclusion of Pausewang's volume
was that,

...

the social survey is more expensive, less reliable,
more difficult, more complex, often less valid, less
relevant and bound to produce more dangerous side-effects when used as a method for data collection in less
developed countries than when it is used in industrial
societies.
(Pausewang, 1973:193).

I do not agree with either of Pausewang's two points,
namely that social surveys are never appropriate research tools
in Ethiopia and that they are always appropriate in industrial
societies. Regardless of where social research is undertaken,
different problems require different research techniques. The
social survey is no more than one among many methods of data
collection that can be usefully applied to some research prob-

lems in some contexts, but, like others, it calls for careful
consideration and skillful handling to yield useful results,
wherever it is used.
Having said this, I do agree with Pausewang that there are
many research topics in Ethiopia that cannot be profitably investigated through social surveys. In addition, there are many
questions that one cannot fruitfully pose in a social survey in
Ethiopia. From experience, I knew it was useless to ask questions which demanded responses expressing opinions, intentions
and generalizations1. I therefore did not include questions of
this type in the questionnaires used in the migration study in
Shashemene. The questions I did ask called for factual replies
about basic demographic facts, education, social categories,
whereabouts of different household members and migration histories. Even so, there were considerable difficulties involved in
the analysis of many of the responses.
In the following pages I shall give a description of the
procedure for finding and interviewing, in 1972, the respondent
from the 1965 survey. I shall then indicate the procedure for
assessing the "response stability" between the two survey occasions. Finally I shall summarize the results of the evaluation
of the method of data collection. A full account of the evaluation will be published separately.

Finding the Respondents
The re-study of the 1965 survey was preceded by copying the
names and particulars of all persons included in the original
sample, at the Central Statistical Office in Addis Ababa. The
sample covered 10% of the 1965 households, 186 households, containing 755 individuals. The aim of the re-study was to trace
them all.
The problem I faced was how to locate these people after
seven years in a community with no registers of population of
any useful kind, no street addresses, no house numbers or any
other kind of household identification. The problem was further
aggravated by the fact that 20% of the heads of household were
recorded by their first names only. The total number of people
in Shashemene in 1972 was estimated to be between 10,000 and
15,000.
The procedure I used was based on the same logic that I had
used when tracing elementary school drop-outs in a previous
study in Mekele (Bjerkn, 1969). I relied on the fact that peoSee note 1 at the end of the chapter.
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ple know one another and that one respondent therefore can lead
to another, provided the study itself is acceptable to the respondent. The list of respondents was translated into Amharic
(the original CS0 documents had all been in English) and a local scout was recruited to help with the identification.
The local scout was a middle-aged man, Ato Abebe Mitiku,
who had lived for more than 20 years in Shashemene. He had previously been employed in the armed forces and was able to read
and write Amharic. For the last few years he had worked as a
messengerlguard at the local Community Development Centre.
Ato Abebe immediately picked out a few names of people
known to him personally from the list of 1965 respondents. He
then talked to these people, convinced them of the harmless nature of the research and agreed on a suitable time for the interview. At the a pointed time Ato Abebe took me and the other
project assistant to the homes of the respondents and the
first interviews were completed. The first identified respondents then went through the remaining names on the list and in
turn located some new respondents. The work proceeded in this
manner until no more respondents could be found. This point was
reached after four months. After then, it happened that additional respondents were found during the work on the second
stage of the investigation or that a more skillful interviewer
managed to convince one of the few (but stubborn) refusals that
he or she should submit to the interview. In the end, 106 persons remained about whom no information could be found. Of
those identified, 45 had died, 252 had left Shashemene and 352
were still there.
On being contacted for the re-study, the initial reaction
of many respondents was one of fear. Several refused to admit
their identity even though they had been pointed out by others.
People who had already been interviewed were helpful in convincing the fearful ones. When Ato Abebe located a new respondent he started off by telling the names of all the others who
had already been interviewed. Fortunately, there were some
well-known and respected people among the first to be found,
and on hearing that they had agreed to be interviewed, others
relaxed and also agreed. Fears of interviewing were concerned
with taxation and litigation. It is interesting to note that
Hugh Mullenbach, in his survey of Akaki Beseka, had to abandon
his original plan of listing households in the randomly selected clusters by name, since such a procedure reduced respondent cooperation and raised the refusal rate (Mullenbach,
1976:39). In the case of Shashemene, the familiar face of Ato
Abebe, his ceaseless efforts to locate new res~ondentsand the
length of time devoted to this piece of detective work in the
end offset the anxiety among respondents at being searched out.

3

A temporarily expelled Social Work student from Addis Ababa.

Summary of Results
The variables chosen for inclusion in the analysis of response
stability in the Shashemene material were variables either
thought to be constant, such as ethnic identity, or where the
size and direction of change was known, such as age. Two kinds
of variables were included in the analysis, variables related
to time and variables related to social category.

Variables related to time
1. Age
In all social research with demographic implications, age is a
crucial variable. In a study of migration, it is desirable to
know the age of respondents for two reasons directly related to
the research topic. One is that people have varying propensity
to migrate at different ages,,as already mentioned. The reasons
why someone migrates also vary with the age of the person. The
other is that one can know the birth-date of a person through
his age; knowing the birth-date one also knows the period when
a person migrated. Clearly, the reasons why someone migrates
vary not only with the age of the person but also with the historical period when he or she happens to attain a certain age.
Since age is such an important variable in the analysis of
migration, it is discouraging to realize how uncertain many age
statements were in Shashemene.

Table A2.1
Average Increase in Age: Number of Years by Stated Age in 1965
and Gender

...............................................................
Average difference in age
between 1965 and 1972

Standard
deviation

Males, less
than 16
Males, more than
16 less than 44
Females, less
than 16
Females, more than
16 less than 44
The proportion with a "correct" age estimates, that is,
those who in fact stated that there age had increased by the
expected seven or eight years, were 25% for males and 18% for
females.
As a variable in social research, age has the special quality that it is not possible for an individual to know his
birth-date through his own experience. He has to be told his
birth-date by his parents or someone else in the preceding generation. This means that the ignorance of their own ages which
was demonstrated by many adults in Shashemene reflected the
lack of importance that age and birth-dates had among their
parents. It is only when children enter school that "age" begins to have a meaning for the people concerned. School-children were also more certain about their ages than any other
category; as a matter of fact, it happened several times that
school-children corrected their parents when they were stating
the ages of their children.
Because of the uncertainty of age statements, I have chosen
not to analyze migration to Shashemene in relation to age in
the bulk of this book. This is not because the age data are
useless, but because they require very careful handling to be
made meaningful. The scope of this book does not allow for the
kind of analysis necessary to make use of the age data as they
stand.
2. Length of residence
"Length of residence" is the second time-related variable that
I want to analyze. Its relation to migration is more direct
than "age" since this variable makes it possible to distinguish
between migrants and non-migrants, as well as providing the
data necessary to identify different migration cohorts. "Length
of residence" differs from "age" in that it is possible for an
individual himself or herself to know the correct answer to the

survey questions "How long have you lived in.. .?l1.This means
that a priori it is likely that replies to the "length of residence" question should be more reliable than replies to questions about age.
During the interviews for the re-study of the CS0 survey,
it was obvious that the respondents were more certain about the
time they had lived in Shashemene than they were about their
own ages. Occasionally respondents were encountered who had no
idea about their ages, and said so, but we met no such response
when asking about the length of their stay in Shashemene.
When analyzing the causes of the inconsistencies among people who stated that they were born in town during one of the
interviews, but not during the other, errors were often caused
by the questioning instrument or by the interviewer. The same
mechanisms that caused these errors were, of course, at work
also among respondents who gave varying dates of arrival in the
two surveys. More detailed questioning and better supervision
of the interviewers could probably eliminate many of these errors. Since the two surveys performed in the course of the migration study in Shashemene, the 1972 re-study and the 1973
cross-section survey, were closely supervised and quite specific, I have much more confidence in the quality of the length
of residence data from these surveys than in the data from the
CS0 surveys.
In the main body of this book, the "length of stay" variable has been used very sparingly in the analysis of CS0 data3.
The reason for this was, first, that the CS0 data did not reach
the adjusted proportion of stable responses4 stipulated as desirable for a variable to be considered "consistent". Second,
the 1973 survey data, about which I had sufficient confidence
in the consistency of the "length of stay" data, were too few
to allow for a profitable time analysis after the material had
already been subdivided into ethnic categories. Use was primarily made of the "born in towntt/"notborn in town" dichotomy.

Variable related to social category
Ethnicity is a fundamental variable in the study of Ethiopian
migration and urban social structure. However, the Central
Statistical Office did not question the urban respondents directly in either of the two rounds of urban surveys about their
ethnic identity. This practice follows that of most African
governments (Bondestam 1973:lZ) who for political reasons are
careful to avoid all survey questions that might raise or provoke ethnic consciousness. Instead of asking about ethnic category, respondents were asked about their "mother tongue":
Primarily in chapters 6 and 7.
See note 2 at the end of the chapter.

Mother tongue. This is the language associated with the
ethnic group of the person. If the person is an Amhara,
his mother tongue will be Amharic, and if he is a
Tigray, his mother tongue is Tigrinya. In most cases
the mother tongue is the language generally used in the
home. Note that a person will have only one language
which he considers to be his mother tongue.
(CSO, 1969:24).
"Mother tongue" is not the only indicator of ethnic identity that has been used in CS0 urban surveys in Ethiopia. In
the sample survey of Addis Ababa in 1967, "language most frequently spoken in the homettwas used as an ethnic indicator
(CSO, 1968:24). Traces of this practice can be seen in the instruction to interviewers quoted above.
One may seriously doubt the validity of both "mother
tongue" and "language most frequently spoken in the home" as
ethnic indicators. In ethnically homogeneous residential
groups, "ethnic identity" will coincide with the two 1-inguistic
indicators of ethnicity but this will not be the case for all
members of ethnically mixed households.
A frequent source of error stemming from the use of mother
tongue as ethnic indicator is that interviewers at times translate "mother tongue" into "the language spoken by a person's
mother", literally. In a mixed marriage, the children will then
be affiliated with the ethnic category of the mother, regardless of whether this is appropriate or not. When the second indicator is used, ethnically mixed households cannot be identified at all. In both cases, the number of Amhara would be exaggerated since both ultimately rely on the language spoken in
the household, and in Ethiopia Amharic is the lingua franca of
inter-ethnic transactions. Using common language as an indicator of ethnic identity would therefore lead to a referral of
all persons living in mixed households to the Amhara category.
The analysis of CS0 data is further complicated by the fact
that some interviewers, contrary to CS0 instructions, have preferred not to hide behind government euphemisms, but have asked
directly about ethnic identity5.
Social scientists interested in the ethnic composition of
Ethiopian towns have tried to interpret the figures published
by the CSO, including the inflated Amhara category. Mullenbach
(1976:126) recognized the inappropriateness of language as an
indicator of ethnic belonging, but did not discuss why language
is an insufficient indicator, apart from stating that nonAmhara often speak Amharic fluently. Other authors have suspected that the proportion of Amhara reported by the CS0 urban
surveys has been exaggerated through a tendency for the Amhara
This can be gathered from the original forms.

group to assimilate people from other groups (Fecadu, 1979:90),
or through deliberate mis-statements of people from socially
inferior groups (Markakis, 1974:170).
Shack addresses the phenomenon of a "surplus" population of
urban Amhara in another way:
The urban Amhara population increase of about 262 per
cent for the same period, from about 13.8 per cent of
the 1910 total to 52.7 per cent of the 1952 total,
throws some doubt upon the statistical reliability of
"Amhara" as an ethnic category. It seems doubtful that
Amhara labor migration would be the single factor to
account for this sharp increase - essentially because
of the traditional disdain northern Ethiopians have for
manual work, which for non-skilled persons is the principal source of urban wage earning. It is more probable
that a sizable percentage of urban non-Amhara have
claimed "Amhara" origin in census reporting, particularly persons of mixed tribal parentage who very often
disregard the father's tribal affiliation if it happens
to be other than Amhara. Thus in certain urban situations, "Amhara" becomes a sociological rather than an
ethnic category of grouping; any person who claims to
be Amhara and to whom others react as though he were an
Amhara , is by definition an "Amhara".
(Shack, 1974:264p)
There was a tendency for persons living in inter-ethnic
households to be classified by an "incorrect" ethnic category
in CS0 surveys. In the Shashemene material, this appears to be
an effect of the type of measurement, rather than of a genuine
confusion on the part of the respondents. However, it did happen in such households that parents expressed a genuine uncertainty about the ethnic identity of their children. It is not
unlikely that children, born in town,'to parents of different
ethnic identities will appear as a new kind of "Amhara" - fluent in Amharic and in urban Amhara culture but without historical relations to Amhara rural areas.

Ethnic identity: Conclusions
In Ethiopia, ethnic identity to most people is a personal characteristic quite as natural as colour of skin or family connections (though by no means neutral!). When asked directly about
ethnic category, respondents in the sample surveys replied directly without hesitation or embarrassment, regardless of which
ethnic category they claimed that they belonged to. The only
complication that appeared in the responses was a tendency by
some Amhara to confuse ethnic identity and religious affiliation, probably because the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is closely

identified with the Amhara ethnic group in rural areas dominated by Amhara. There was no corresponding confusion between
Islam and some specific ethnic category; this could be because
Islam recruits its followers from a much broader range of ethnic groups than does Ethiopian Orthodoxy.
Since ethnic identity is such a basic characteristic, I expected a high proportion of stable responses to questions about
ethnicity. However, I could not analyze the response stability
of a question about ethnic identity in the re-study in
Shashemene, since the original survey asked about "mother
tongue" rather than ethnic identity. The conclusion of the restudy concerning the use of language as an indicator of ethnic
identity is that the linguistic indicator is inadequate in many
cases.
In only one ethnic group, the Gurage, did we obtain a proportion of stable responses high enough to allow us to conclude
that for this particular group it was possible to use "mother
tongue" or "language most frequently spoken in the home" as a
measure of ethnic identity. The reason for this is that the
Gurage live in ethnically homogeneous households to a larger
extent than people with other ethnic identity, and that the
linguistic indicator of ethnic category therefore coincides
with the ethnic category of all members of household.
We also found that,for heads of household, the linguistic
indicator of ethnic category was accurate more often than for
other household members. This was because heads of household
were most often interviewed on behalf of the entire household;
they therefore gave information about themselves whereas other
members were not asked directly. In addition, if the entire
household was assigned one ethnic category, this was likely to
be the ethnic category of the head.

Discussion
Part of the reason for the preliminary study was the opportunity it offered to evaluate the method of data collection commonly known as "the social survey". A survey can be said to be
an investigation using personal interviews of a randomly selected sample of a given population as the procedure for data
collection. In a "household survey" one person, ideally the
head of the household, answers for all members of the household. In the preliminary study I re-interviewed the previous
C S 0 respondents using parts of the original questionnaire, in
order to evaluate the reliability of this kind of survey data
in Shashemene.

The conclusions I made came to the use of social surveys as
a tool for social research in an environment such as Shashemene
were the following:
The social survey was a perfectly viable research tool in
Shashemene, provided that it was used with a great deal of
careful consideration. The main thing was to ask only such
questions as could be answered in the interview situation,
which normally consisted of a stranger asking more or less direct questions, and a number of listeners-in commenting on the
answers. The kind of questions that could be answered were
questions about facts and events, pertaining to the respondent
himself or herself. In questions with a temporal aspect, care
must be taken that the time and place of each event, or situation, referred to was clearly indicated. Questions that could
not be asked were questions about attitudes, plans or general
conditions and questions asking for information that normally
would not be divulged to strangers6.
When the above conditions were met three main sources of error
remained in the household survey in shashemene7:
1. When a respondent gave information about persons other than
himselflherself there was always a danger of error, even with
regard to his/her own children. This was most pronounced for
affines and non-kin, such as wives and husbands, lodgers, visiting friends, servants and other employees.
2. Interviewers: respondents clearly reacted very differently
to different types of interviewers. A good interviewer should
ideally resemble a mature, successful member of society. Middle-aged were better than young; fat were better than thin. ~e~
should appear self-confident and with plenty of time.
3. Time: the townspeople of Shashemene were busy. They had neither the time nor the patience for long interviews. If the sitting lasted for more than an hour, the respondents grew restless and irritable or simply walked away. This meant that they
were also more attentive at the beginning of an interview than
towards the end.
The weaknesses of the CS0 data analyzed through the restudy of the First Urban Survey, were mainly caused by errors
due to one member of household speaking for everyone else, and
to the fact that interviewers treated households as homogeneous
units. Nevertheless, the data could be used in the analyses undertaken in the main body of this book when these weaknesses
were taken into account, primarily by restricting the analysis
to data concerning heads of household.

See note 3 at the end of the chapter.
The reflections below stem partly from the preliminary sur;ey, partly from the following survey.
I never had the opportunity to work with female interviewers.

Notes to Appendix 2

1. I later met the same inability to reply to questions about
opinions and general conditions in interviews among working
c l m s people in a forest district in Sweden.
2 . Van Es (1969) has suggested a measurement of response stability which is based on the proportion of S-table responses
(the proportion of respondents giving the same reply to the
same question in a replication of a previous study) adjusted
for the number of categories used in the measurement. A minimum value of 0.80 for the adjusted proportion of stable responses for a response set to be considered "stable" was
proposed by Van Es (Ibid. : 168).
3. These strictures on the data obtainable through social surveys in Shashemene do not differ greatly from data obtainable through social surveys elsewhere.

Appendix 3

Questionnaire from the ''Shashemene
Migration Study9'
Amharic Original
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b. Female heads of husehol and wives
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English Translation
I. Household data (for each member of household)
1. Number on Optical Coincidence Card
2. Number (in household)
3. Name
4. Relation to head of household
5. Sex
6a. Exact age (when known)
6b. Estimated age (when exact age is not known)
7. Religious affiliation
8. Civil status
9. Number of times married
10. Able to read and write
11. Last grade in school
12. Ethnic identity
13. Birth-place
14. Was birth-place in countryside or town?
15. Are there any members of household living elsewhere?
16. Are there relatives living elsewhere?
17. Why did they leave?
18. Where are they now?
19. What work do they do?
20. How long time is it since they left?
21. How long has (each member of household present) lived in
Shashemene?

...

...

11. Questions to be answered by heads of household and wives.
a) Male heads of household.
22. What was the birth-place of your father?
23. What was the birth-place of your mother?
24. Is your father still alive?
25. What was your father's work?
26. Did your father own land?
27. Where was the piece of land?
28. How large was the piece of land ?
29. How many younger brothers have you got?
30. How many elder brothers?
31. How many younger sisters?
32. How many elder sisters?
33. How many years is it since you left your birth-place?
34. How old were you when you left your birth-place?
35. Why did you leave your birth-place?
36. For each place where you have ever lived:
a) Name of the place
b) Town or country?
c) For how many years?
d ) What work did you do?
37. How many years have you lived in Shashemene?

3 8 . Why did you come to Shashemene?
3 9 . What work did you do when you first came to Shashemene?
After that? What work are you doing now?
40. How did you hear about Shashemene?
41. When you first came to Shashemene, who helped you get work?
4 2 . Are you in touch with people from your birth-place
4 3 . Would you like to remain in Shashemene to the end of your
days?

.

b. Female heads of household and wives were asked the same
questions as male heads of household, (items 44-65 in the
questionnaire) and in addition the following questions:
66. How many children have you ever born?
6 7 . How many of your children are still alive?
6 8 . Where are your children staying now?

Glossary

Arak ' e
Awraja

Chat '
Chik ' a
Delala
Ensete
Gasha
Gebar
Injera
Kocho
Neft ' enya
Neft '
Shema
T'ef
T'ej
T'ela
Teklay gizat

Domestically produced alcohol.
For administrative purposes, Ethiopia was
divided into 14 provinces (teklay gizat).
Each province was further divided into
awrajas, and each awraja into woredas
Fresh leaves that are chewed, with a mild
narcotic effect.
Building material. A fermented mixture of
soil and cow dung spread over a structure
of wood.
Broker.
False banana plant (Ensete edule).
Ethiopian land measure. Approximately 40
hectares.
Tenant in southern Ethiopia before 1974.
Pancake like, unleavened bred. Staple food
for Ethiopian highlanders.
Porridge made from the marrow of the ensete
plant. Staple food for Gurage and other
people cultivating ensete.
Northern settler land-owner in the southern
provinces, before 1974.
Gun.
Home spun and woven cloth. One of many
varieties.
Particularly nutritious specie of grain,
indigenous to Ethiopia.
Alcoholic beverage made from honey mead.
Domestic beer.
Administrative division. Usually translated
as "province".
Administrative division.

Name changes after the Ethiopian Revolution

Name before
Arussi
(Province)
Begemdir
(Province)
Kembatta
(Awraja)
Wollamo or Walamo or
Welamo
(Awraja)

After
Arsi
Gonder
Hadiya and Kembata
Welayita

Many other place names in this book appear in a spelling
different from what has been common in non-Amharic maps and
texts. This is an effect of the application of the standard
spelling in the latin alphabet of place names suggested by the
Ethiopian Mapping Agency. See the undated edition of the
English Language Map of Ethiopia, available in 1984, and
supplementary documentation from the Mapping Agency for
references.
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