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Moved by Modernity

This research finds that, first, the sedentarization of semi-nomadic
lifestyles was an integral part of modern nation-state building in
Ethiopia. This settlement set the foundation upon which new forms of
rural-urban and international migration would later emerge. Second,
it finds that rural out-migration among younger generations – whether
to neighboring towns or to the Middle East – is driven by rising access
to formal education, growing rural-urban connectivity, and the expansion of market forces. It shows why ‘development’ tends to stimulate a
widening aspiration-opportunity gap for rural youth; aspirations are
increasingly oriented towards urban futures, which cannot be realized
in rural areas and thus require migration to achieve. Nevertheless,
many still remain in rural areas, lacking the capability to leave. These
findings challenge popular ideas that development aid can reduce the
‘root causes’ of migration by showing why development, in its current
practice, is the root cause of much contemporary migration.

Kerilyn Schewel

This dissertation examines how the social transformations associated
with ‘development’ over the last century impacted the migration and
settlement behavior of a traditionally semi-nomadic people in the
central lowlands of the Ethiopian Rift Valley. Utilizing original survey
data, in-depth interviews, and ethnographic methods, it examines
two (im)mobility transitions: 1) from semi-nomadic pastoralism into
settled agriculture, and 2) from rural agriculture into more mobile,
urban-centric lives. To explain these transitions, the dissertation evaluates the impacts of different dimensions of social change – the political,
economic, demographic, cultural and technological – on migration
aspirations and behavior over time.
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Abbreviations / Language Reference

ATJK

Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha. The woreda within which is Wayisso
village. The ATJK used to encompass the towns Adami Tulu and
Ziway, until Ziway came under direct jurisdiction of the Oromiya state.

bajaj

A three-wheeled vehicle, imported from India, used as taxis for shortdistances.

balabat

An administrative position under the Imperial regime. The balabat
oversaw tax collection, was charged with maintaining peace and order,
and administered new forms of land tenure.

balbaala

Literally ‘door’; sub-groups of a gosi.

Derg

Officially the Provisional Military Government of Socialist Ethiopia, a military
junta led by Mengistu Haile Mariam that ruled Ethiopia from 1974 to 1987. In
1987, Mengistu abolished the Derg and formed the People's Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia led by the Workers' Party of Ethiopia, but by 1991, the
government fell. I often refer to the period from 1974-1991 as the ‘Derg.’

EPRDF

The Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front, a political
coalition that has ruled Ethiopia’s federal government since 1994.

gada

The gada system (sirna gadaa) is the traditional system of governance
and social stratification of the Oromo people.

gosi

Roughly translates to ‘tribe,’ a division within a larger ethnic group.
The people living in Wayisso constitute different ‘gosi’ of the Arsi
Oromo.

kebele

‘Peasant Association’; the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia first
established by the Derg.

SNNPR

Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples' Region. One of nine
ethnically-based regional states in Ethiopia.

woreda

‘District’; the administrative unit above the kebele.
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Introduction
This is the story of a village that may not exist in ten years. It lies in the central lowlands
of the Ethiopian Rift Valley, three hours south of Addis Ababa by bus. There is nothing
immediately remarkable about the place. It is flat and semi-arid, with sandy soils and erratic
rainfall that suited pastoral livelihoods for generations. Until, less than a century ago, three
families began to settle in three different areas of what came to be called Wayisso village.
Small clusters of households grew, around which pastoral movements continued as new
livelihoods took root. Pastoralists eventually became farmers, and through their settlement, a
new kind of movement emerged: ‘migration’ to neighboring towns or further afield. Today,
many remain in Wayisso as farmers, but many others are leaving for education and new forms
of work elsewhere. The reason Wayisso may not exist in ten years is because the Ethiopian
government is planning a new railroad and highway system right through it – introducing a
new kind of migration, typically called development-induced displacement. But whether
‘displacement’ is the right term is questionable when so many aspire to leave anyway. They
say the good life left Wayisso a long time ago.
One afternoon in London in October 2016, I met Ademtuu, who at that time was the only
person to have left Wayisso for Europe. Ademtuu is short and soft-spoken, in her early thirties
– a quietly strong women who could easily go unnoticed as she moves through the bustling
crowds of London to her job at a cosmetics store. I lived with Ademtuu’s sister while doing
fieldwork in Ethiopia, and I called Ademtuu one day to ask if we could meet. She warmly
invited me to visit. Ademtuu rented a small room in a housing complex with a shared kitchen
and bathroom. When I arrived, several Ethiopian dishes were arranged on the small desk by
her bed. She quickly apologized that she had not prepared the injera, the traditional Ethiopian
flatbread, herself. “It’s not real injera, but it’s the only option we have. I got it from a
restaurant.” Life in London is difficult, she admitted, yet the money Ademtuu sends home is
changing the lives of her parents, siblings, and cousins. “Do you think you will ever return?” I
asked. “No, I don’t think so,” she said. “I am not happy here, but I know I couldn’t be happy
there anymore, either.”
Ademtuu’s story is worth an entire dissertation in itself, but her family history is even
richer. I asked Ademtuu to tell me about Tuffaa, her great-grandfather. “Tuffaa!” she laughed.
“How do you know about him?” She paused, and then her eyes grew wide: “Tuffaa lived like
an animal! Tuffaa didn’t have a house. There were no houses! He just hunted and lived from
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what he found.” Ademtuu never met her great grandfather, Tuffaa, but she grew up hearing
stories about him from her father.
Tuffaa was born to Bariso, son of Waqoo, near Lake Langano in the late 1800s. His life
was one of hunting, foraging, and moving with the seasons through the forested lowlands of
the Rift Valley. Although pastoralism, and even farming, was already practiced by many
Oromo1 peoples, Tuffaa was an exception, or so his family says. His life belonged to another
time — “he fought tigers and lions!” But things changed when Tuffaa married. He marked the
moment by killing an elephant and trading the ivory for a bull at the nearest market in Sodo.
Tuffaa had five sons and two daughters live to adulthood. By the time his son, Bedane, was
grown, Tuffaa and his family had fully embraced semi-nomadic pastoralism. They moved and
settled seasonally, traveling with their livestock between regular grazing pastures.
Bedane was, to the end of his days, a pastoralist.2 His herd had some eighty cattle. His
semi-nomadic movement mirrored his father’s: towards the lakes in the dry season and away
from them in the wet, when malaria became a threat. There were boundaries to this movement,
of course, borders that marked the domains of other ethnic groups. But, still, within the Arsi
Oromo territory, movement was relatively free. They would linger in places for weeks or
months. Eventually, one location, near a small mountain named Macho, became a home base.
Temporary shelters gradually became simple homes. When some left with the cattle, others
began to stay behind, in what came to be called ganda Bedane (roughly, Bedane village).
Bedane had three wives, seven sons, and fifteen daughters. All his daughters married and
moved to other gandas elsewhere. Of Bedane’s seven sons, six settled in ganda Bedane to form
large families of their own. His youngest son moved to Ziway, a town some fifteen kilometers
away. Bedane lived to an old age, 125 they say. He is buried in a small graveyard surrounded
by acacia trees and the family compounds of his sons in an area that is now known as Wayisso.
Bedane’s sons grew up shepherding cattle, but as they entered adulthood, they began to
consider another livelihood prospect: growing crops. They made claims on what had been
communal grazing land, began farming larger portions of it, and eventually settled down into
agricultural lives. As they settled, their lifestyles changed. One of Bedane’s sons, Hassan, built
three homes for his three wives, each with multiple rooms. His wives bore him twenty-nine
children. Most of his children grew up assisting with their family’s cattle and crops, but almost
1

The Oromo are the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia, constituting over one-third of the national population.
When I speak of ‘pastoralism’ in my research area, I refer to semi-nomadic pastoralism, also known as
transhumance: the seasonal movement of livestock between grazing pastures. This is in contrast to ‘fully’
nomadic pastoralists, who, strictly speaking, would follow a more irregular pattern of movement in search of
grazing lands.
2

15

all of them turned their gaze to the city as they entered adolescence. No one wanted to be a
farmer anymore.
Hassan’s children were the generation to move from agriculture towards urban lives. Of
Hassan’s twenty-nine children, each one older than thirteen has now left Wayisso. None of
them have children of their own yet — including his eldest daughter, Ademtuu. Ademtuu, like
her great-grandfather before her, is exceptional. She was one of the first girls in the region to
go to school, eventually leaving Ethiopia for a master’s degree in the Netherlands and then
staying in Europe to work. Her brothers and sisters, while not making it as far in their social or
spatial mobility, are nevertheless urban dwellers. Most live in the neighboring boomtown
Ziway, studying, working odd jobs, or building their own businesses.
How did this come to be, that within four generations, a single family moved through
four livelihood patterns: Tuffaa, a hunter-gatherer until he adopted pastoralism; Bedane, a
semi-nomadic pastoralist; Hassan, a farmer; and his children, urbanites? Each generation
brought new ways of living and moving – from nomadism to settlement, and then from
settlement to rural-urban and international migration. This study examines the social forces
that drove these migration transitions. The primary research question is: How have patterns of
migration (i.e. the nature, volume, composition, and direction of movement) changed in
Wayisso, and what forces of social change drove these shifts?
Wayisso’s history is unique, but understanding the social forces that shaped its migration
patterns contributes to a broader debate about the relationship between migration and
development in the modern period. Standard economic theory, common-sense, and policy
discourse suggest that economic development in poorer countries should lead to less migration
(de Haas 2007; Clemens 2014). If migration is driven by wage and opportunity gaps between
origin and destination areas, as neoclassical migration and push-pull theories suggest (Harris
and Todaro 1970), then development in origin areas should reduce the need to leave. Justified
by this way of thinking, rich countries have allocated billions in development aid to tackle the
‘root causes’ of migration in poorer countries (De Haas 2007; Clemens and Postel 2018;
European Commission 2019).
Empirical evidence, however, suggests development may actually lead to more migration
within and from poorer countries (de Haas 2007). What researchers can confidently claim is
two-fold: that rural-urban migration intensifies as economic growth occurs, and that
international migration increases as low-income countries move towards middle- and upperincome status (see Massey 1988; Skeldon 1997; de Haas 2010c; Clemens 2014). Although
there are variations in the timing, nature, and degree of movement within these overarching
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trends, this general two-fold mobility transition appears to be a remarkably common experience
in ‘developing’ countries worldwide (see de Haas 2010c; Skeldon 2012; Clemens 2014). Many
puzzles remain, however, about the relationship between migration and development. For
example, what explains significant variation in migration patterns across countries and regions
within these overarching trends? And more fundamentally, why as poorer places develop, do
more people decide to leave?
This dissertation explains why, far from alleviating the root causes of migration from
Wayisso, development is the root cause of migration from Wayisso. It finds that widening
access to formal education, growing connectivity between rural and urban areas, and the
expansion of market-forces drive an ‘urbanization’ of the good life. It argues that development
generates an ‘aspiration-opportunity gap’ for rural youth, that is, young people’s aspirations
are now oriented towards urban futures, which cannot be realized in rural areas and thus require
migration to achieve.
The findings thus challenge common ‘push factor’ narratives that tend to describe
migration from poor, rural settings as more or less ‘forced.’ Indeed, in research on Ethiopia,
scholars often suggest that ‘push’ factors drive rural out-migration (Miheretu 2011: 31; Bezu
and Holden 2014). Ezra and Kiros (2001) summarize the state of research well:
Earlier research indicates that landlessness, agricultural policy, land fragmentation,
absence of farm oxen, introduction of commercial farms, environmental degradation,
population pressure, recurrent drought and famine, war, and political crisis were major
factors responsible for rural outmigration (2001: 750 citing Rahmato 1984; Cohen et al
1988; Ezra 1997, 2000; Berhanu and White 1998).
Such ‘push factor narratives,’ however, perpetuate the idea that development will stop this
migration. Furthermore, as this dissertation shows, they fail to capture how ‘development’
tends to stimulate profound transformations in the social imaginary, which mean that even were
structural constraints on rural livelihoods to be alleviated, people would continue to leave,
because they now believe a better life is elsewhere.
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Figure 1. Wayisso Village and Neighboring Towns, Adami Tulu and Ziway
Source: Satellite Image from Google, Digital Globe

Theoretical Contributions
This dissertation makes a two-fold contribution to research on the relation between
migration and development processes. First, it advances a multi-dimensional approach to
understanding the ‘root causes’ of migration that gives due attention to the psychological
dimensions of social change. To do so, it advances a ‘social transformation perspective’ for
migration studies (Castles 2010; de Haas 2010a; Van Hear 2010; de Haas et al, forthcoming).
This theoretical approach starts from the idea that migration is an intrinsic part of development
processes. In other words, migration is not just a cause or consequence of development;
migration is a process that inevitably transforms as the political, economic, technological,
cultural, and demographic transformations that constitute ‘development’ proceed (see de Haas
2010b: 228). Although this is not necessarily a new idea for migration researchers (see, for
example, Byerlee 1974; Massey 1988; Hatton and Williamson 1994), it responds to the
stubbornly persistent perception that migration is a problem, or at least a symptom of
underlying problems, that may be remedied through development assistance (Castles 2010).
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Further, it provides the conceptual tools to explain why development tends to lead to more
migration.
The social transformation approach, as applied in this dissertation, builds upon the
hypothesis of the ‘mobility transition,’ first elaborated by Wilbur Zelinsky, who suggested
“there are definite patterned regularities in the growth of personal mobility through space-time
during recent history, and these regularities comprise an essential component of the
modernization process” (1971: 221-222; see de Haas et al, forthcoming). Indeed, existing
research seems to confirm the idea of a mobility transition by showing how emigration levels
correlate with one or another development indicator, such as the demographic transition
(Zelinsky 1971), real income per capita (Clemens 2014), or human development indicators (de
Haas 2010c). Yet, as Skeldon (2012: 160) argues, explaining the migration transition requires
looking beyond its correlation with only demographic or economic variables. Much work
remains to understand how other social, political, and policy variables impact migration
transitions.
The value of a social transformation framework thus lies in its multidimensional
approach. It examines how different dimensions of development or social transformation –
more specifically, the demographic, political, economic, cultural, and technological (see de
Haas et al, forthcoming) – impact internal and international migration patterns over time, and
thus benefits from a cross-fertilization of insights from different vantage points and disciplines.
Disciplinary and methodological fragmentation remains a persistent challenge to migration
theory-building and research (Massey et al 1993; de Haas 2014; Brettel and Hollifield 2014).
Advancing a conceptual framework that is attentive to the intersectionality of various
dimensions of social change can help overcome this impasse. It can complement more focused
studies on, for example, migration and labor-markets, migration and climate-change, migration
and demographic transitions, or anthropological research into shifting values, norms and
migration aspirations – showing the influence of other social forces that these more focused
studied might ‘bracket.’
A second aim of this dissertation is to advance an aspirations-centered analysis of
migration and development interactions. A key question for the social transformation
perspective is clarifying how the ‘big’ social changes associated with development impact the
migration decision-making of everyday people. To conceptualize the links between macrolevel social change and micro-level aspirations and behavior, this dissertation links the social
transformation approach described above with the ‘aspiration-capability framework,’ which
conceptualizes migration as a function of aspirations and capabilities to migrate within a given
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set of opportunity structures (see de Haas 2014; Schewel 2019; Carling and Schewel 2018).
This dissertation applies this approach to show why, in Wayisso, the political, economic, and
cultural processes associated with development shape local visions of the ‘good life’ in such a
way that migration aspirations become increasingly common.
‘Aspirations’ refer to the subjective hopes and goals that guide decision-making
processes, setting the horizons within which life choices are made (see Schewel and Fransen
2018a). The concept of aspirations is gaining traction in migration and development studies,
primarily because the concept extends our understanding of decision-making beyond the
limitations of rational choice assumptions (see, for example, Carling and Collins 2018; Carling
and Schewel 2018; Ray 2006; Kuhn 2012; Bordonaro 2009; Creighton 2013; Czaika and
Vothknecht 2014). Aspirations are not formed in isolation; they are fundamentally social,
shaped by our experiences and observation of others within a cultural context (see Appadurai
2004; Bandura 1977; Sherwood 1989). A distinction can be made, then, between the broader
life aspirations individuals hold, and more specific migration aspirations, which may be
defined as the conviction that migration is preferable to non-migration (Carling and Schewel
2018: 946).
The Wayisso case study shows that aspirations are important to incorporate into
migration and development research for at least three reasons. First, attention to the aspirations
of young people can help avoid the common pitfall of framing migration out of poor, rural
places as ‘forced.’ A focus on changing aspirations, and the social forces that shape these,
affirms the agency of migrants (and non-migrants) by showing how people adapt to social
change. Of course, aspirations are only relevant to explain behavior if they are analyzed in
relation to the actual capabilities (Sen 1999) people have (or lack) to realize them. Advancing
explanations for migration that are attentive to both aspirations and capabilities helps show
why a decision to migrate can be reasonable and capabilities enhancing, even when it occurs
under highly constrained conditions that might otherwise tempt a researcher to describe this
migration as ‘forced.’ This dissertation illustrates the value of this approach when it analyzes
the migration decision-making of female domestic workers in the Middle East.
Second, a focus on aspirations reveals different kinds of staying behavior. In migration
research, immobility outcomes and processes are often ignored. As I have argued elsewhere,
there is a mobility bias in migration research (Schewel 2019). Migration theory and research
focus primarily on migration’s ‘drivers,’ that is, the forces that lead to the initiation and
perpetuation of migration flows. As a result, migration theories often neglect the countervailing
structural and personal forces that restrict or resist these drivers and lead to different immobility
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outcomes. When Jørgen Carling (2002) first introduced the category of ‘involuntary
immobility’ into migration research, the term captured something a mobility bias had blinded
researchers from seeing: the widespread experience of aspiring to migrate but being unable to
do so. Carling made this observation in the context of international migration and immobility
in Cape Verde, but the point applies just as forcefully to immobility dynamics in Wayisso.
When researchers frame migration from poor, rural places as ‘forced,’ or primarily driven by
‘push factors,’ they miss an important ‘modern’ phenomenon: the feeling of being ‘trapped’
where one is, aspiring to leave but unable to do so.3
Third, appreciating how and why aspirations change can help explain why expanding
employment in origin areas will not necessarily act as a substitute to internal or international
migration. Efforts to reduce the ‘root causes’ of migration in low-income countries often focus
on generating local employment opportunities. The rationale is that providing local
employment should reduce the need to seek employment elsewhere. But such policies fail to
account for the social devaluation of certain forms of work, such as farming. This dissertation
shows that it is not simply “jobs” that young people want; they aspire for work that will enable
them to change their socioeconomic circumstances. Many of the jobs being created in Ethiopia,
on foreign-owned flower farms, garment factories, or construction sites, offer barely a living
wage (see Meles 2014; Barrett and Baumann-Pauly 2019). This leads to high rates of worker
turn-over and can even stimulate a desire to migrate. For example, many women working on
foreign-owned flower farms in Ziway feel their incomes are not enough to bring meaningful
change to their life circumstances, and thus shift their aspirations away from Ziway to Dubai
(Schewel 2018a).
In sum, aspirations are crucial to bring into theoretical explanations for why people
migrate. To date, there is not enough theoretical work on how aspirations shift as the social
transformations of development proceed. One important illustration of what this could look
like is Michael Piore’s Birds of Passage (1979), a groundbreaking work that explains why
industrial societies experience a persistent demand for immigrant labor.4 A major contribution
of this work was to show how the status, prestige, and expectations people attach to work
3

Similarly, the Wayisso case study illustrates that relative to international migration, ‘voluntary’ and
‘acquiescent’ immobility (see Carling 2002; Schewel 2019: 8) are remarkably common. Most people aspire and
strive for an urban future within Ethiopia. Even women who leave rural areas for the Middle East do so
temporarily in order to return and build a future in town. This is an important point for research on migration
aspirations, to emphasize that in most people in low-income countries do not aspire or plan to migrate
internationally. In fact, only five percent of people in low-income countries have plans to migrate internationally
(Migali and Scipioni 2018).
4
See Massey et al (1993) for a succinct summary and review of Piore’s Dual Labor Market Theory. For more on
the enduring contribution of this work to research on labor migration today, see Fine et al (2016).
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impact labor market dynamics. In short, Piore shows why in advanced industrial economies,
labor markets are increasingly bifurcated between a capital-intensive primary sector with more
stable, skilled, and better-paid jobs and a labor-intensive secondary sector where jobs are
unstable, unskilled, and low-wage. He then shows why fewer natives are willing to work in
jobs at the ‘bottom’ of the secondary sector. The status and wage expectations of the native
work force contribute to the social devaluation of difficult and precarious forms of work,
thereby generating a persistent demand for immigrants who are willing to take these jobs.
Immigrants are willing to do so, because low-wage work in a wealthy country can be a
significant source of income and prestige as they remit to their home communities. In this way,
Piore shows that status aspirations and the social devaluation of certain kinds of work are
crucial drivers of migrant labor markets. Migration theories, then, should take seriously this
dimension of social reality.
One important limitation to Piore’s argument, however, is the suggestion that migration
is fundamentally ‘demand-driven,’ without sufficient empirical attention to how aspirations
and expectations also shift in the countries that ‘supply’ migrant workers. Equal attention needs
to be given to changing aspirations, expectations, and the social devaluation of certain forms
of work in the communities that international migrants leave. Towards this end, the Wayisso
case study explains how and why aspirations are shifting in one Ethiopian village, and why this
matters for migration behavior.

Chapter Outline
The dissertation proceeds as follows: Chapter One elaborates a conceptual approach that
investigates how macro-level social changes impact micro-level aspirations and capabilities in
order to explain changing migration patterns. To do so, it integrates a social transformation
perspective with the aspiration-capability framework described above. It argues that this novel
theoretical approach overcomes the limitations of dominant and convenient migration
frameworks like push-pull, neoclassical, and world-systems migration theories. It allows
researchers to investigate more nuanced migration and immobility categories, moving beyond
a false dichotomy in migration research between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ migration.
Chapter Two sets the Ethiopian context for the Wayisso case study. This chapter reviews
national migration trends in Ethiopia and serves as a reference for the more detailed and locallyfocused empirical chapters that follow. It shows how ‘modernization’ in Ethiopia entailed the
gradual sedentarization of nomadic and semi-nomadic groups, the urbanization of internal
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migration trajectories, and increasing international migration, one notable form being labor
migration to the Middle East. The Wayisso case study provides the opportunity to explore each
of these processes from the perspective of a single village.
Chapter Three articulates my methodological approach. It begins with reflections on
the concept and definition of migration. Today, internal and international migration are often
studied separately (King and Skeldon 2010). However, a more fruitful approach is to see the
increasing mobility of populations – whether within state boundaries or across them – as
manifestations of the same underlying social transformations. Borders are not arbitrary, but nor
do they justify such a strict division in academic treatment of migration along internal and
international lines (see also Skeldon 2018a). It then details the main aspects of this
dissertation’s methods: my justification for the case study design, how I carried out the
household survey and in-depth interviews, where I gathered regional and historical data,
information about my local ‘gatekeepers’ and some of the challenges posed by the eruption of
political protests during my fieldwork.
Chapter Four tells the migration history of Wayisso village. It describes how three seminomadic pastoral families initially settled in Wayisso, before analyzing household survey data
to understand subsequent patterns of out-migration. It uses kinship diagrams to map the
mobility trajectories of the descendants of these three family groups. This chapter shows where
people go, how often they move, and the characteristics of those who stay, highlighting
generational, gender, and household differences in (im)mobility5 outcomes. The subsequent
chapters then examine the social forces that help explain these (im)mobility patterns.
Chapter Five considers the extent to which population growth, land scarcity, and drought
– common ‘push factors’ that locals, government workers, and academics often mention as
driving a ‘rural exodus’ in Ethiopia – explain migration patterns from Wayisso. It finds that
diminishing land-holding is indeed a significant issue for younger generations, yet land-holding
in itself does not explain why migration from Wayisso looks the way it does — why some
people go to neighboring towns, others to the Middle East, and still others with relatively little
land do not move at all. Further, rainfall data shows that climate-related factors, such as the
occurrence of droughts, fail to explain the timing of migration shifts. This chapter concludes
that semi-nomadic pastoral livelihoods were well suited to the dry lowlands, but processes of

5

When I use the term ‘(im)mobility,’ I do so to emphasize the immobility dimensions of mobility processes and
outcomes. However, for simplicity’s sake, throughout many of the analyses that follow, I use the terms
‘mobility’ or ‘migration’ processes, outcomes, or transitions, with the presumption that these terms encompass
both mobility and immobility dimensions.
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settlement, and later migration, appear to be primarily driven by social forces, particularly the
political, economic, and cultural changes associated with Ethiopia’s ‘development.’
Chapter Six examines the impact of political-economic change – particularly the
incorporation of Wayisso into the Ethiopian nation-state. In Ethiopia, ‘modernization’ was
vigorously pursued by three different regimes: an imperial state under Emperor Haile Selassie
until 1974, a communist regime led by Menguistu Haile Mariam (1974-1991), and a federal
government with a ‘developmental state’ vision, spearheaded by Prime Minister Meles Zenawi
(1995-present). This chapter shows why settlement into agricultural livelihoods was directly
related to the development policies of the communist regime, while the first major movements
to urban areas and abroad occurred under the developmental state that took power in the 1990s.
In brief, the communist government instituted land registration and service-allocation practices
that effectively tied rural households to their lands and accelerated a process of sedentarization,
while the current regime embraced a more market- and urban-oriented vision of development
that concentrates educational and economic opportunity in urban areas.
Chapter Seven evaluated the cultural-economic consequences of these political
transformations, particularly how the spread of capitalist ‘market’ forces impacts economic
reasoning and migration behavior. The chapter begins by illustrating what the spread of the
market practically entails. Ethnographic accounts illustrate the gradual commodification of two
social practices – conflict mediation and marriage. Although material exchange has always
been part of these practices, these examples show the increasingly central place of money
within them, and suggest that this widens, and renders more visible, material inequalities
between rural households. The chapter then shows why the migration of young women to the
Middle East is intimately tied to this process of cultural-economic change. Because of the
social and economic freedoms that money can now buy a woman in ‘modern’ society,
migration to earn a higher income abroad begins to make more sense for more women.
Chapter Eight considers the impact of widening access to formal education. The survey
data reveals a strong positive correlation between education levels, rates of mobility, and living
in town. Education drives migration out of Wayisso for several reasons. First, access to
secondary and higher education requires a move to town. For those whose family can afford it,
education is often the first reason young people migrate. Students then experience life in town,
including access to basic infrastructure like water and electricity, or new services like television
and the internet, and do not want to return. At the same time, but more subtly, the content of
formal schooling – its formal and ‘hidden curriculum’ – orients young people’s aspirations
towards urban, professional work. Thus, the spatial location of schooling initially drives rural24

outmigration, but the content and experience of formal education mean students develop
aspirations and expectations for their lives that cannot be fulfilled in rural areas.
Finally, Chapter Nine explores changing notions of the ‘good life.’ In Wayisso, the good
life used to be a rural and pastoral one, measured in cattle, milk and butter. Towns were widely
regarded as places for the poor. Today, the opposite is true. Many people now regard the village
as a place of poverty, stagnation and struggle, and the city as a place of material and social
advancement. This chapter considers the crucial role of migration in accelerating this shift in
the social imaginary: remittances deepen feelings of relative deprivation among households
still living in Wayisso, and those who leave expand the ‘mental maps’ of those who stay behind
– introducing new pathways into their imagined futures. It concludes by arguing that because
the good life has left Wayisso, people will continue to leave, even if objective opportunities to
better their rural livelihoods expand.
This case study design enables a detailed and intensive analysis of how one rural
community adapted their aspirations, livelihood strategies, and migration behavior to the
transformations of modernity. Although the Wayisso’s story is unique, the social forces that
drove its migration transitions are not. This research shows why changing aspirations – in
particular widening dissatisfaction with rural futures – need to be taken as seriously as
structural constraints on rural livelihoods when analyzing why and how rural people migrate.

The Question of Terminology
Before proceeding, it is worth offering a few clarifications regarding terminology and
argument. First, when discussing how aspirations change over time, I deliberately use the verbs
“changing” or “expanding” rather than “raising” or “increasing,” as it is often treated elsewhere
(e.g. Ray 2006; de Haas 2014). Raising implies that new, or ‘modern,’ aspirations are somehow
better than the ‘low’ aspirations that came before. However, in migration and development
research, higher aspirations are often conflated with the desire for higher incomes (Schewel
2019). This ignores other aspirations that are non-economic and/or not self-interested, such as
caring for family members or commitment to a local community, which can give rise to the
aspiration to stay. ‘Expanding’ aspirations, alternatively, emphasizes the greater exposure
people gain to different ways of living that inevitably accompanies development, or more
specifically, the growing political, economic, and cultural connectivity of rural and urban areas
that development promotes. The new aspirations this growing connectivity engenders are not
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inherently better or worse, ‘higher’ or ‘lower’. But as the Wayisso case study will show,
expanding aspirations tends to increase the desire to migrate from rural areas.
Second, I use the term ‘development’ in order to contribute to theory-building on the
relationship between migration and development. This is a tricky endeavor, because
development is an inherently normative concept. It is difficult to separate the idea of
development from the idea of progress (see Arndt 1981). In practice, however, the social and
economic transformations made in the name of development often disempower local
populations at the same time that they enrich the national gross domestic product (see Sen
1999). Thus, when I speak about the consequences of development on migration patterns, I
speak about development as it actually proceeds, not necessarily development as it should be.
It is tempting to abandon the term altogether, to only use more neutral terms like social
transformation or economic restructuring. But the term ‘development’ remains a strong
political, social and cultural force, with discursive power that continues to animate and
structure the flow of capital, goods, ideas and people around the world (Escobar 2011). In
Ethiopia, the concepts of ‘development’ or ‘modernization’ shape the nature and substance of
government policy; they also, as James Ferguson argues, give form to how everyday people
understand the world, “providing a set of categories and premises that continue to shape
people’s experiences and interpretations of their lives” (1999: 13). Thus, this dissertation not
only contributes to understanding the relationship between migration and social change in the
modern period, it also shows why migration reflects the nature, priorities and practice of
‘development.’
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Chapter 1. Theorizing Migration in Modernity
In response to fears and anxiety about contemporary migration, scholars and activists
often point out that human beings have always moved. That there is nothing unnatural about
migration is important to bear in mind. But simply stating this fact can gloss over the ways that
humanity’s patterns of movement and settlement vary from age to age.
There are arguably three fundamental turning points in the mobility history of humanity.
The first occurred when sometime between 40,000 and 10,000 BCE, when historians note a
remarkable dispersal of human beings across the globe. One potential explanation for this
expansive movement is the development of speech. Spoken language, which emerged
sometime between 90,000 to 40,000 BCE, facilitated a world of meanings, collectively shared,
that introduced, perhaps for the first time, a “friction between expectation and experience,” as
the McNeill historians put it, that has “never ceased to provoke efforts to adjust those meanings
so as to change behavior and compel the world to conform to human wishes, hopes, and
intentions” (McNeill and McNeill 2003: 12). Awoken by imagination, perhaps this migration
reflected a more aspirational form of movement: migration in pursuit of an imagined ‘better.’
A second turning point in humanity’s mobility history took place between 11,000 and
3,000 BCE. Innovations surrounding the storage of food, and later the domestication of plants
and animals, enabled human beings to “settle down,” seasonally or more permanently. In the
several thousand years thereafter, this settlement gave rise to three distinct yet interlocking
ways of life: the rural agricultural, the nomadic pastoral, and the urban complex (McNeill and
McNeill 2003). The political strength and economic diversification possible in urban centers
rested upon the acquisition and production of rural hinterlands. Pastoral communities played a
crucial part of “trade and raid,” twin drivers of human movement and exchange (McNeill and
McNeill 2003; Di Cosmo 1994). Throughout this period of history, the vast majority of people
lived in rural settings.
Humanity is currently in the midst of a third mobility shift: urbanization, by which I mean
the gradual displacement of rural agricultural and pastoral ways of life by urban-centric social6
organization. The scope of this shift is dramatic. In 1800, some 80-85 percent of humanity
lived in rural areas. By 1960, this share declined to 66 percent. In 2007 humanity reached a
tipping point; most people now live in urban areas – a share will increase in the decades to

6

Throughout this dissertation, I use the term ‘social’ in its broadest sense, to encompass the political, economic,
cultural, demographic, and technological dimensions of society – in the same sense as we use it to describe the
‘social sciences’ (see also de Haas 2010: 228; de Haas et al, forthcoming).
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come (UNPD 2018)7. The city has replaced the agricultural village as the dominant cell of
human society (McNeill and McNeill 2003), and more people are moving to cities, within their
countries or without.
This third mobility shift overlaps with a period in history often referred to as ‘modernity.’
Modernity means many things, hardly agreed upon by scholars, but two dimensions of the term
should be distinguished. On the one hand, modernity can refer to a set of structural conditions
that distinguish ‘modern societies’ from previous ones—conditions that include
industrialization,

bureaucratization,

mass

education,

and

rapid

transportation

and

communication technology (see Inglehart 1997; Giddens and Pierson 1998). From this
perspective, ‘modernity’ does not have a clear temporal demarcation, but rather begins when a
particular constellation of structural conditions emerges in particular societies. On the other
hand, modernity also refers to a more ephemeral but no less powerful existential reality: the
collective experience of life under the conditions associated with the structural conditions
described above. Robert Bellah wrote that the modern should be seen not “as a form of political
or economic system, but as a spiritual phenomenon or a kind of mentality” (1991: 66). Or as
Marshall Berman so aptly put it,
“There is a mode of vital experience – experience of space and time, of the self and
others, of life's possibilities and perils – that is shared by men and women all over the
world today. I will call this body of experience ‘modernity.’ To be modern is to find
ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth,
transformation of ourselves and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to
destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are” (1983: 15).
What is striking is that this ‘mode of vital experience,’ this promise of transformation, was
already present in my research area: a small rural village in Ethiopia, where education levels
remain relatively low and the primary form of employment is smallholder agriculture tended
with ox and plow. Nevertheless, what people desire and pursue above all else is change.
The title of this dissertation, “Moved by Modernity,” may thus be understood from two
perspectives. The (im)mobility of peoples shifts over time in response to the structural
transformations associated with modernity (i.e. industrialization, mechanization, mass
education, bureaucratization, greater connectedness) as well as a concomitant transformation
in the aspirations and expectations engendered by the experience of ‘modernization.’ There is

7

The rise in urban-centric movement is arguably more consequential than the international movement that
absorbs the bulk of migration studies’ attention. After all, ‘international migration’ as we imagine it today only
arose in conjunction with the emergence of ‘nation-states’ in the 17th century. However, since the 1960s, only
two to four percent of the world’s population are international migrants (UN 2015; Zlotnik 1999).
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always a two-fold process at work: transformations in the structural dimensions of our material
lives and transformations in our collective social imaginaries — both of which have
implications for, among many other things, the ways in which we move and settle. The two are
distinct, but interlocking, forces of social change.
This chapter details my theoretical approach to understanding how Ethiopia’s
modernization experience impacted migration aspirations and behavior in Wayisso. It begins
by situating the research question within current debates in migration and development studies
and show why a focus on aspirations has a distinct contribution to make to migration and
development research. It then clarifies the key concepts that structure the analyses, before
elaborating the theoretical approach. It proposes a novel conceptual framework that integrates
a macro-level social transformation perspective (see Castles 2010; de Haas et al, forthcoming)
with the micro-level aspiration-capability framework (see de Haas 2014: 4; Schewel 2019;
Carling and Schewel 2018), through the mediating concepts of ‘social imaginary’ and ‘social
structures.’ This approach provides the conceptual tools to analyze how ‘big’ social change
impacts individual aspirations and behavior over time.

Migration and Development in the Modern Period
Debates about migration and development remain fragmented along a number of
competing perspectives. Some assume that migration is a symptom of poverty and thus
approach migration as a problem to be solved; others assert that migration is normal human
behavior and argue for treating it as such. Some see migration as deepening inequalities in the
areas people leave; others see migrants’ remittances as the way through which those origin
areas will develop. As the following demonstrates, it is not a stretch to suggest that in most of
these debates about migration and development, the emphasis is on changing structural
conditions, particularly the ways in which migration is a cause and consequence of economic
transformations.
Most of the focus of migration and development research focuses on how migration
impacts economic development in origin areas. Taylor (1999) suggests two extremes frame
this debate. The first, what calls the “developmentalist” extreme, argues that migration fuels
the development of origin areas. Migrants’ remittances put much needed capital directly into
the hands of poor people to take charge of their local futures. Migration decisions are part of
household strategies to raise and diversify incomes; the remittances sent home serve as capital
for new investments and insures against income and production risks. This is the classic insight
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of New Economic Labour Migration (Stark and Bloom 1985). The other extreme, what Taylor
(1999) refers to as the “Dutch disease” or “migrant syndrome” perspective, argues that
migration drains sending regions of labor and capital, impeding the local production of tradable
goods (64). Because migration has self-perpetuating dynamics, of which remittances play a
crucial part, migration deepens inequalities and further a rural exodus from the countryside to
the city (see Massey et al 1998; Lipton 1980). When this migration becomes international, it
drains the brains and brawn from poor countries (Penninx 1982; Papademetriou 1985).
Hein de Haas (2010b) compares the migration and development debate to a pendulum,
swinging back and forth from developmentalist optimism in the 1950s and 1960s, to neoMarxist pessimism over the 1970s and 1980s, towards more optimistic views in the 1990s and
2000s. With the rising tide of nationalism and populism across the globe, we are arguably in
the midst of a turn toward ‘practical’ pessimism. Migration is straining the political and
ideological fabric of the European project, American democracy, and the international order.
Even if the economic benefits of immigration are clear for host countries, fears about the
societal strain of immigration is pushing the pendulum back towards pessimism (see, for
example, Collier 2013). The need to address the ‘root causes’ of migration has become a core
justification for development aid (de Haas 2007; Clemens and Postel 2018).
The call to address the root causes of migration requires examining the other side of the
migration and development coin: how development impacts migration, or the ways in which
people’s mobility shifts in relation to broader social change. This requires engaging theories of
development, and its earlier incarnation, modernization. Even if not always explicit, these
theories often carry assumptions about the impact of social and economic transformation on
the movement of people.
What is today referred to as ‘development’ was described in terms of ‘modernization’ in
the mid-20th century. Modernization became a dominant paradigm in the social sciences in
1950s and ‘60s, when the international development agenda took off and development
interventions were shaped and justified by theories about how societies become ‘modern’.
Rostow’s “Stages of Economic Growth” (1960)8 is a pertinent example of one such
8

Rostow (1960) details how a society characterized by subsistence agriculture or hunting and gathering with no
centralized political system gradually develops more productive, commercial agriculture, growing demand for
raw materials, increasing spread of technology, opportunities for social mobility and national political
organization. These conditions lead to a “take-off” stage characterized by urbanization, industrialization and
technological breakthroughs. As the industrial base grows and diversifies, a society “drives to maturity,”
experiencing rapid social developments occur alongside, such as the rise of transportation and social
infrastructure: the rise of schools, universities, hospitals, etc. The last stage clarified by Rostow is the “age of
mass consumption,” where the industrial base dominates the economy, society is now predominantly urban, and
consumers use disposable income to consume high-value goods. What comes next, Rostow could only speculate.
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modernization theory. It presents a typology of stages delineating the conditions and economic
processes that characterize the transition from a ‘traditional society’ (e.g. a primary sector
economy) through ‘take-off’ (e.g. industrialization) to the ‘age of mass consumption.’ Such
theories provided the conceptual bases for development policies often exported to developing
countries in the post-World War II era (Stiglitz 2002).
Modernization theories embraced the free movement of goods, people, capital and ideas
as countries moved from largely agricultural economies to industrial and service-based
economies. For many modernization theorists, the reallocation of people (labor) from rural,
agricultural areas to urban, industrial sectors is a prerequisite of economic growth. The
urbanization of labor, goods, and capital is a taken-for-granted dimension of the development
process, played out over and over again in economic history (Todaro 1969), and thus
considered fundamental to ‘balanced growth.’ The free movement of people along wage and
population gradients — within or across national boundaries — would lead to converging wage
levels. This was a hopeful vision driven by faith in the market and people’s ability to respond
rationally to opportunities for material betterment.
In the 1970s and 1980s, critiques of modernization theories came to dominate the social
sciences. Immanuel Wallerstein’s World Systems Theory was particularly influential.
Wallerstein (1979) suggested that rather than leading to ‘balanced growth,’ modernization
processes were fueling global inequalities to serve the needs of ‘core’ capitalist centers. The
integration of ‘peripheral’ regions into the global capitalist system undermines peasant
livelihoods and uproots peasants from their rural ways of life. The movement of labor and
capital to the city is not a ‘rational’ response of free agents, world systems thinkers argue, but
a coerced displacement that serves the needs of the capitalist system more than local peoples.
The ‘penetration’ of capitalism into poorer areas leads to dependency or as Andre Frank (1966)
famously put it, the “development of underdevelopment.” Migration, then, is driven by the
livelihood displacement and deepening inequalities that come from ‘development.’ As Gunnar
Myrdal (1957) similarly argued in his theory of cumulative causation, economies of scale tend
to deepen poverty in the periphery and accelerate the growth of core areas, furthering
inequalities and driving out-migration from the periphery to the core (see also Massey 1990).
This dynamic occurs both within countries (rural-urban) and across countries (poor-rich
countries).
These critical perspectives helped disenchant the myth of modernization for many
development practitioners and led to more people-centered approaches to development in
subsequent decades. Yet, these critical perspectives also left a lasting imprint of migration as a
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problem, or at least a symptom of greater problems, that at times does a disservice to migrants
themselves. Emphasizing the structural forces shaping migration and displacement often
neglects the agency and rationality of rural migrants as they navigate their changing structural
conditions. As others have clearly shown, migrants exert agency in a decision to move or stay,
even under the direst conditions (Van Hear 1998), and migration is but one of many ways of
responding to changing structural conditions (Malmberg 1997). Furthermore, the populations
most disadvantaged by the transformations of the modern period are the arguably the
‘involuntarily immobile’ — those lacking the resources to realize their migration aspirations
(Carling 2002).
From the micro-level perspective of migration decision-making, then, debates about
migration and development tend to slide into one of two very different portraits of the migrant.
Migrants are cast as either ‘displaced’ by capitalist penetration or rational utility-maximizers
predictably following wage and population gradients. The former fails to recognize the agency
of migrants in the face of changing structural conditions; the latter overemphasizes the agency
of potential migrants, failing to account for structural constraints or the subtler influence of
cultural norms and value-systems that underlie evaluations of ‘utility.’ There is a need to better
understand, particularly at a theoretical level, how development impacts people’s value
systems and notions of the ‘good’, and the implications of changing aspirations for migration
decision-making and behavior.

‘Aspirations’ in Migration and Development Research
Despite the general neglect of the aspirational dimension in migration and development
theory, there are, scattered throughout the migration literature (particularly earlier studies),
claims that development shapes the value system within which migration decision-making is
made. For example, Kenneth Little, in West African Urbanization (1965), claims that “Western
contact” creates “needs and aspirations [that are] impossible to satisfy in the countryside” and
as a result, “migration means a flight from the land” (9 as cited in Caldwell 1969: 9). Elliott
Skinner, in his 1960 study of labor migration of the Mossi in West Africa, begins: “Labour
migration […] not only touches on nearly all aspects of the lives of the peoples involved, but
is often the cause as well as the consequence of important social and cultural changes” (375).
Akin Mabogunje (1970), the founder of migration systems theory, argues that economic
development generally brings with it “greater social and cultural integration of rural and urban
areas such that levels of expectations in both areas begin to converge towards a recognizable
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national norm of what is the ‘good life’” (4). The growing interconnectedness of rural and
urban areas “sharpens the awareness and desire of villagers for the ever increasing range of
goods and services which the urban centers have to offer” (Mabogunje 1970: 4). More recently,
Hein de Haas (2003; 2014), in his study of changing migration patterns in the Todgha valley
of Morocco, found that, “Although local living conditions had significantly improved, people’s
life aspirations had increased even faster, leading to increasing migration aspirations.” (2014:
22). Similarly, Peggy Levitt and Deepak Lamba-Nieves note the emergence of “consumptionoriented strategies of upward mobility and new aspirations among youth” as one important
consequence of development (2011: 6). These examples suggest that the economic integration
of rural or ‘developing’ regions into urban or ‘developed’ regions involves the spread of new,
‘consumption-oriented’ ideas about the good life, which in turn tend to increase the desire to
migrate.
The ‘aspiration’ question is also a central concern of globalization theorists. Although
they often fail to make a direct link with migration, social theorists debate whether
development diffuses a common conception of the ‘good life,’ a question often framed in terms
of the cultural consequences of globalization. There appear to be two competing perspectives
about the link between macro-level processes of globalization and local conceptions of the
good life. The first argues that globalization spreads a conception of the good life that is
animated by Western values of individualism, materialism, and above all consumerism, but
that this cultural diffusion is met by countervailing local or traditional values. In this regard,
Thomas Friedman (2000) argues that two cultures have emerged in today’s globalizing world:
a progress-centered, consumerist culture and a culture devoted to the preservation of values
rooted in the past. This perspective would see two competing notions of the good life at work
in people’s imaginations: a good life informed by global, ‘progress-centered’ norms and a good
life informed by the values of an individual’s local identities and traditions.
A second perspective emphasizes how local and ‘global’ cultural forces interact,
synthesize, and transform, rather than ‘compete.’ From this perspective, development and
globalization are dynamic processes that manifest in multiple and co-existing ways throughout
the world (Appadurai 1990: 296). “Creolization” is one way to conceptualize how local peoples
shape and are shaped by the “intercontinental traffic in meaning” in our global age (Hannerz
1987: 547; Cohen 2003). Local social structures provide the matrices through which
international flows of culture refract, giving rise to locally-specific cultural syntheses and
expressions (Hannerz 1987: 548). Advocates of this second approach rightly challenge the idea
that a single vision of the good life enjoys global ascendance and alternately emphasize the
33

heterogeneous values and norms that shape individual and community-level aspirations. Still,
this heterogeneity does not preclude the powerful influence of individualistic and
consumeristic ideals throughout the world (Appadurai, 1996; Schuerkens, 2004; Hannerz
1987).
Despite ongoing debates about the cultural consequences of globalization, there is
relatively little existing literature making a direct link with migration aspirations. Thus, this is
one core contribution this dissertation aims to make to the literature. However, there are several
key works on which I hope to build. Gina Crivello (2015), in her research on Peruvian
children’s “imagined futures” (38), takes an important step towards linking the myth of
modernization more specifically to migration aspirations. She situates her analysis of migration
aspirations within a broader cultural shift from the ‘Myth of Inkarri’ (an indigenous myth of
reconquest) to the ‘Myth of Progress’ (defined by education, urbanization, and economic
growth). She quotes the Peruvian anthropologist Degregori: “The indigenous peasantry
launched forward with an unsuspecting vitality towards the conquest of the future and of
‘progress’. The school, commerce, and […] salaried work, these are the principle instruments
for this conquest, and migration to the cities – increasingly planned – opens up new horizons”
(2007: 6 as cited in Crivello 2015: 38). For Crivello and Degregori, migration is a key way that
Peruvians pursue a modern vision of the good life.
Within research on Ethiopia, a few works link the ‘myth of modernization’ to the social
imaginary and migration aspirations of youth. For example, Daniel Mains’ research on the
aspirations of unemployed youth in Jimma, Ethiopia, for example, shows how the desire to
migrate to urban centers and abroad is increasingly driven by aspirations for “a different life
from their parents’, one filled with progress and change” (Mains 2013: 71). Mains attributes
these desires in part to the spread of an “ideology of progress” amongst young people. As one
of his informants explains, “Today’s generation is different. In the past everyone expected to
do the same work as his parents. Today everyone wants to learn and to have a better life. If
someone’s father is a farmer, then he wants to be a modern farmer, or else to do a different job
altogether” (76).
In Ethiopia, the “ideology of progress” Mains identifies finds expression in different
“narratives of success,” or pathways through which people imagine a better life can be achieved
(Mains 2013). Murugan and Abebaw (2014) suggest that Ethiopians increasingly view
migration as an established pathway to success – a “short-cut” through which individuals and
families, facing significant opportunity constraints locally, can achieve their aspirations for a
better and more prestigious life. In their study of the factors motivating human trafficking from
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Ethiopia, they argue that modern capitalist expansion creates a “a disjunction between socially
expected ends/goals and the ways/means of achieving those goals” (78). Faced with high
aspirations for modern notions of success and severe constraints on achieving them locally,
many Ethiopians see migration as the only means to achieve their desired ends and sometimes
put themselves in precarious conditions to achieve it.
To conclude, development not only introduces structural transformations that influence
local livelihoods; it also spreads norms, values and ideas that fundamentally shape the nature
of people’s aspirations. Thus, changing aspirations should be analyzed as one important
consequence of ‘development.’ However, the links between different dimensions of
development, changing aspirations, and migration behavior have yet to be fully theorized. The
following section details how this dissertation theorizes aspirations, in order to elaborate a
conceptual framework with the theoretical tools to evaluate how development, or more
generally processes of social change, impact migration behavior.

Theorizing Aspirations
To theorize changing aspirations, this dissertation uses three inter-related concepts: the
social imaginary, the good life, and aspirations. The social imaginary refers to the imaginary
backdrop against which all values, attitudes, ideas, and norms emerge; it is the web of
conscious and unconscious assumptions about how things are and how things should be that
give rise to particular notions of the ‘good life’. The good life is one aspect of the social
imaginary; it refers to imagined ideals about what an individual’s life should look like —
relating to work, location, family life, lifestyles and social position, among others. Finally,
notions of the good life generate more specific aspirations, or desires for particular futures —
towards higher levels of education, this kind of spouse, that kind of work, or indeed, migration.
Aspirations direct decision-making; they guide what factors become relevant to a cost-benefit
evaluation. This section explores each of these concepts and their interrelation, building on a
range of thinkers who have examine the nature of their transformation in the modern period.
The intention is to explore in more rigorous terms the imaginary backdrop out of which
migration aspirations emerge.
The ‘social imaginary’ is a concept popularized by the Charles Taylor, who primarily
uses the term to examine the roots of Western modernity (Taylor 2007). Taylor defines the
social imaginary as “the ways in which people imagine their social existence, how they fit
together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that
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are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these
expectations” (2002: 106). A social imaginary is shared by large groups of people, if not the
whole society. “Our social imaginary at any given time is complex. It incorporates a sense of
normal expectations that we have of one another, the kind of common understanding which
enables us to carry out the collective practices the make up our social life.” (2007: 172)9. Here,
I use the term social imaginary to capture not only the ‘normal expectations we have of one
another’, but also about the expectations we have for the kinds of lives worth living. I am
particularly interested in notions of the ‘good life,’ or the ideal life circumstances, to understand
how conceptions of the good life shape where people imagine their futures. Notions of the good
life and the aspirations derived therefrom emerge out of particular social imaginaries.
Thus, as the social imaginary changes, so too do notions of the good life. Notions of the
good life vary across societies and social groups, even if there are some common patterns in
the nature of their transformation. Yet, whatever the conception of the good life, the point to
emphasize here is that ideas about the good are, as Appadurai (2004) argues, always part of a
“some sort of system of ideas […] which locates them in a large map of local ideas and beliefs
about: life and death, the nature of worldly possessions, the significance of material assets over
social relations, the relative illusion of social permanence for a society, the value of peace or
warfare” (67-68) — what is here referred to as the social imaginary. This suggests that notions
of the good life are not just individually held and determined, but influenced by a social
imaginary that is inherently collective, indeed social.
Visions of the good life animate and direct more specific aspirations. Rather than being
the outcome of simple cost-benefit analyses, aspirations refer to the subjective hopes and goals
that guide decision-making processes, setting the horizons within which life choices are made
(see Carling and Collins 2018; Schewel and Fransen 2018a). Thus, although aspirations are
often evaluated as something individuals have, they are shaped by greater sociocultural
norms.10
9

Taylor gives emphasis to the ways in which our social imaginary shapes interactions between people, in
relation to his interest in clarifying the ‘moral order’. Taylor shows how certain social forms that characterize
Western modernity — the market economy, the public sphere, and democratic self-governance — are only
possible through an often taken-for-granted shift in our social imaginary. He explores the contours of
‘premodern societies’ which tended to be organized hierarchically, with limited social mobility. He contrasts
this with the modern view of equality, grounded in individual rights, and society conceptualized as the exchange
of services among people (Taylor 2002).
10
The links between aspirations and the broader social imaginary often remain vague. This is because, as
Appadurai argues, the ideals that orient aspirations “often stay beneath the surface and emerge only as specific
wants and choices: for this piece of land or that, for that marriage connection or another one, for this job in the
bureaucracy as opposed to that job overseas, for this pair of shoes over that pair of trousers” (Appadurai 2004:
68). Too often, researchers focus on individual wants and desires, neglecting the social imaginary out of which
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Because aspirations are ‘socially grounded’ (Ray 2006; Carling and Collins 2018;
Appadurai 2004), they can illuminate the value-systems within which people make decisions,
or exercise their reason. Recent studies, particularly surveys of migration aspirations, often use
the term ‘aspirations’ synonymously with migration ‘desires’, ‘wishes,’ and ‘preferences’ (see
Carling and Schewel 2018). But there is nothing conceptually distinct about this use of the term
‘aspirations’ in survey designs and the study of wants and choices in behavioral economics, for
example. It is easy to retain the basic logic of rational-choice models of migration decisionmaking and simply substitute the term ‘aspirations’ for ‘preferences.’ When I use the term
aspirations, I am trying to get at the future-oriented goals, values, and notions of the ‘good’ that
orient the more specific wants and choices people make in their everyday lives. I thereby build
on a rich qualitative literature that shows how aspirations influence the determinants and
experience of various forms of (im)mobility (see, for example, Carling 2002; Jónsson 2008;
Bordorano 2009).
To be clear, there is nothing inherently wrong with the logic of a cost-benefit analysis
when we consider migration decision-making. Problems arise when ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ are
defined within a narrow economic frame, or the social context within which that cost-benefit
analysis occurs is ignored. Economists recognize that non-economic factors also play a role in
decision-making (Sjaastad 1962), and that cost-benefit analyses are always made to maximize
‘utility,’ not just income. But in practice, non-economic considerations are often “not regarded
as key factors” (Haug 2008: 587). ‘Utility’ remains a vague concept, roughly corresponding
with happiness, that is still overwhelmingly measured in terms of income. More work is needed
to understand the forces that shape, and change, evaluations of ‘utility’ over time.

Bringing in Capability
While the thrust of the argument thus far has been centered on the importance of changing
aspirations to migration and development dynamics, this should not lead to another extreme
which neglects social structures, and how the opportunities and constraints they determine
shape actual (im)mobility outcomes.11 To conceptualize the impact of social structures on
these desires emerge. “This last, most immediate, visible inventory of wants has often led students of
consumption and of poverty to lose sight of the intermediate and higher order normative contexts within which
these wants are gestated and brought into view. And thus decontextualized, they are usually downloaded to the
individual and offloaded to the science of calculation and market-economics” (Appadurai 2004: 68). In
migration studies, attempts to understand migration aspirations, their origins and consequences, need to look
behind migration aspirations per se to the social forces shaping notions of the good life and the social imaginary
of populations.
11
Some paragraphs of the following section are reproduced from Schewel (2019) and Schewel (2018b).
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actual (im)mobility outcomes, this dissertation builds on the work of Hein de Haas (2003;
2014), who uses Amartya Sen’s concept of ‘capability’ (Sen 1999) to analyze migrationdevelopment interactions. Amartya Sen’s capability approach is a normative framework that
places the freedom to achieve well-being as the ultimate aim of development and suggests its
evaluation in terms of people’s capabilities to do and to be what they have reason to value (Sen
1999). Capabilities are determined by the real opportunities and constraints people have to
realize their aspirations. Opportunities and constraints vary from person to person; they are
shaped by gender, education, social class, wealth, social networks and social norms.
De Haas advances an ‘aspiration-capability framework’ in order to analyze how
(im)mobility outcomes relate to development and social transformation (de Haas 2014). The
first iteration of this framework was proposed by Jørgen Carling (2002). After encountering
widespread yet frustrated migration aspirations in Cape Verde, he decided to consider the
aspiration and the ability to migrate separately; migration requires both, and immobility results
from the lack of either one. The resultant ‘aspiration/ability model’, as he calls it, proposes
three mobility categories: mobility (i.e., having both the aspiration and ability to migrate),
involuntary immobility (i.e., having the aspiration but not the ability to migrate), and voluntary
immobility (i.e., those without the aspiration to migrate). The novel contribution of Carling’s
model is the ability to see, and therefore ask questions about, these distinct (im)mobility
outcomes — particularly involuntary immobility (see also Carling and Schewel 2018).
After studying changing mobility patterns in the Todgha Valley of Morocco, De Haas
(2003; 2010c) replaced the term ‘ability’ with the more theoretically rich term ‘capability’ in
order to analyze how (im)mobility outcomes relate to development. He showed how
development—which tends to bring increases in income, access to education and media,
improved infrastructure and security—often enhances people’s aspirations and capabilities to
migrate. He defines migration capabilities as the social, human and material capital individuals
are able to mobilize in order to migrate (2010c: 16), and describes migration aspirations as a
function of people’s general life aspirations and perceived spatial opportunity structures (2014:
23).
Applying the concept of capability to Carling’s aspiration/ability model makes two
important contributions. First, the concept of capability brings dynamism to the
aspiration/ability model by more explicitly connecting (im)mobility outcomes to development
processes; this lays the ground to begin exploring why individuals transition across
(im)mobility categories over time. Second, the concept of capability links the capability to
migrate (and the capability to stay) with the notion of ‘freedom,’ and thus to human rights (see
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also Preibisch, Dodd, and Su 2016). In this regard, De Haas (2014) argues that human mobility
is a freedom in itself, and that people derive well-being from having the freedom to move or to
stay, regardless of whether one acts upon it or not.
Hein de Haas (2007) applies the aspiration-capability framework to challenge the
common assumption that development will solve the so-called migration problem in poorer
countries. In his 2014 paper, de Haas suggests that we can even conceive of migration as
development. This emphasis flips the perspective on migration and development from one in
which development will “solve” the problem of migration, to one in which there is a reciprocal
relationship between the two. Migration from this perspective, then, is an empowering act, a
reflection of the enhanced capabilities development brings. It is, one might argue, more firmly
rooted in the “migration optimists” group, providing theoretical tools to counter pessimistic
views on migration drivers.
These points acknowledged, the aspiration-capability framework can additionally enable
researchers to question whether migration is a manifestation of capabilities-enhancing
development, or to embrace some of the insights of the pessimists. Certainly, economic policies
devised in the name of development also result in capability deprivation that entails greater
mobility. Consider, for example, literature on development-induced displacement (e.g. de Wet
2006) or more general work on the disempowerment of local populations by top-down
development agendas (e.g. Frank 1966; Ferguson 1999; Stiglitz 2002; Sassen 1998). In other
words, the economic transformations made in the name of development sometimes deprive
people of the capability to realize their aspirations or the lives they value where they are.
Development, in practice, is janus-faced, and the mobility consequences it heralds can be a
result of empowerment and disempowerment, of capabilities-enhancement and diminishment.
After all, Sen (1999) introduced the capabilities approach as a new development paradigm, in
order to illumine what development should be, responding to what it definitively was not in
reality. To evaluate whether growing mobility reflects capabilities-enhancing development, or
whether it is the reluctant response to capability deprivation in other domains, requires
examining how the aspiration and capability to migrate (and to stay) relate to the other local
opportunities people have to realize their broader life aspirations.

Linking Aspirations, Capabilities, and the Social Transformation Approach
To theorize how development impacts aspirations and capabilities, this dissertation
applies a social transformation perspective to distinguish different dimensions of
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‘development’ (de Haas et al, forthcoming). A social transformation approach begins from the
assertion that migration is an intrinsic part of development processes, and that to understand
changing migration patterns over time, migration theory and research need to give due attention
to the impacts and intersectionality of different dimensions of social change. A social
transformation framework thus directs research attention along five areas of inquiry (from de
Haas et al, forthcoming):
§

economic dimension (the accumulation and use of land, labor and capital in the
production, distribution and consumption of goods and services)

§

technological dimension (the application of knowledge through the deployment of
procedures, skills and techniques)

§

political dimension (the organized control over people [within a given territory])

§

demographic dimension (the structure and spatial distribution of populations)

§

cultural dimension (beliefs, values, norms, and customs shared by groups of people)

Taken together, these five key dimensions form the ‘social domain.’ Major processes of social
change occur within each dimension, for example, the growth and of industrial capitalism
under the economic dimension, national-state formation under the political, or the
‘demographic transition’ under the demographic. In particular settings, the timing, sequencing,
and intersectionality of social change processes will stimulate particular kinds of migration or
staying behavior.
The social transformation approach is thus a macro-level conceptual framework to orient
empirical research. De Haas (2014) suggests that an aspiration-capability framework is a
complementary micro-level framework to the social transformation approach. Migration, he
argues, is a function of people’s aspirations and capabilities to migrate within a given set of
opportunity structures (de Haas 2014: 4). However, one challenge to this theoretical approach
is clarifying how macro-level social transformations impact micro-level migration aspirations
and capabilities. I do so through the mediating concepts of ‘social imaginary’ and ‘social
structures’ (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Integrating the Social Transformation and Aspiration-Capability Frameworks
Note: The five dimensions of the ‘social realm’ come from the social transformation perspective as elaborated in
de Haas et al (forthcoming).

Figure 2 schematizes this dissertation’s conceptual approach. When social change
occurs, across any dimension of the social realm, it entails change at two levels within a given
society: at the level of the social imaginary and at the level of social structures. These
collective-level shifts have different impacts on the aspirations and capabilities of different
individuals, depending on, for example, their gender, age, location, wealth, or education. Thus,
shifts in the social imaginary and social structures are collective, while the actual aspirations
and capabilities people hold are individually-specific. This dissertation focuses on how one
facet of a changing social imaginary – specifically changing notions of the good life –
influences individual aspirations and behavior, while attentive to how structural shifts change
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the actual opportunities and constraints individuals navigate and thus the real capabilities
required to realize their aspirations.
One might note that instead of placing migration in the center, there is ‘behavior.’ This
is to highlight that the aspiration-capability framework employed here can be applied to social
phenomena beyond migration: education (aspired levels of education and the capabilities
required to achieve it), work (the aspired jobs young people desire and the capabilities required
to achieve it), service (what role people want to play in society and what capabilities are
required to achieve it), among others. The aspiration and capability to migrate is inextricably
entangled within a web of other aspirations and capabilities that together make up the lives
people value and ultimately live.
It is also important to note that Figure 2 illustrates how one might analyze the
determinants of a particular behavior at a given moment. The arrows suggest that a behavior
arises out of a particular intersection of aspiration and capability, each of which are determined
by particular visions of the ‘good’ and structural opportunities and constraints, respectively.
Over time, of course, the interaction between the various elements depicted in Figure 2
becomes more complex. Aspirations and capabilities, at an individual level, are not just
determined by the social imaginary and social structures; they also influence each other.
People’s aspirations may be shaped by the actual capabilities they have, for example, or the
capabilities people consider relevant to their lives depend on the aspirations they hold.
Likewise, the social imaginary and social structures influence each other. The arrows in Figure
2 then, which point downwards from the social realm to individual behavior, are not meant to
suggest that change always comes from the ‘macro-level.’ Macro-level change only comes
about because of micro-level actors, and influences go both ways. This conceptual framework
emphasizes that any dimension of social change impacts 1) the social structures of society and
2) the social imaginary, which have implications for the aspirations and capabilities that people
come to have.

Conclusion
This dissertation applies and advances a social transformation perspective in three
ways. First, applying a social transformation framework to evaluate changing migration
behavior in Wayisso will illustrate the value of examining different dimensions of social
change and their intersectionality to understand why particular kinds of (im)mobility behavior
arise at particular historical moments. Second, the analyses adopt an aspiration-capability
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framework (de Haas 2014; Schewel 2019) to explain how, at the micro-level, individuals adapt
their aspirations, livelihoods and migration behavior to these social transformations. Analyzing
how aspirations and capabilities change over time allows for more people-centered
explanations of migration decision-making that avoid a common dichotomy in migration
studies between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ migration.
Third, the theoretical approach described here links the macro-level social
transformation framework with the micro-level aspiration-capability framework through the
mediating concepts of the ‘social imaginary’ and ‘social structures.’ This approach highlights
that within any dimension of social change, there is always a two-fold process at work:
collective shifts the social structures of a population as well as their social imaginary.
Appreciating why particular aspirations emerge requires examining how values, norms, and
notions of the ‘good’ shift within an operating imaginary. Similarly, to understand changing
capabilities also requires an appreciation for how opportunities and constraints shift as a result
of structural change.
These shifts at the level of social structures and the social imaginary, in turn, shape
notions of the good life and the opportunities and constraints individuals have, which give rise
to more specific aspirations and capabilities, including migration aspirations and capabilities.
Of course, shifts that occur at the collective level are mediated by gender, education levels,
local, networks, wealth, among other factors, leading to more individually specific aspirations
and capabilities. Thus, as the following analyses will show, almost all may agree that the good
life is no longer in rural areas, but the pathway out of rural lives looks very different for
different people.
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Chapter 2. Ethiopia’s Migration History
This chapter reviews key trends in migration patterns within and from Ethiopia over the
last century, with a particular focus on 1960 onwards when more national-level data is
available. It shows that both gradual and dramatic shifts characterize Ethiopia’s migration
history. Regarding gradual shifts in the movement of populations within the country, Ethiopia
shows a two-fold process of sedentarization of nomadic and semi-nomadic lifestyles alongside
a slow but steady urbanization of migration trajectories. Alongside this, rising levels of
international migration have diversified in terms of the composition and destinations of
Ethiopian emigrants. Ethiopia’s history also shows more punctuated and dramatic shifts in
population movements over relatively short periods – a consequence of political conflict,
famine, conscription, resettlement schemes, and/or development-induced displacement. At the
same time that Ethiopians left their country in times of distress, Ethiopia was also an important
destination for hundreds of thousands of refugees from neighboring countries in the Horn of
Africa. This chapter provides evidence for these trends, and considers how they relate to other
processes of social change. This chapter sets the national context for the more focused,
Wayisso-specific empirical analyses that follow.

Modernization in Ethiopia
Like many countries, ‘modernization’ in Ethiopia has entailed several, interlinked shifts
in the life of society (see Table 1): a demographic transition, as fertility and mortality rates fall
and life expectancies increase; an economic transition, as Ethiopia’s economy moves from a
primarily rural, agricultural base to an urban economy grounded in the industry and service
sectors, with notably rapid economic growth over the last two decades; an educational
transition, as more children gain access to formal schooling, mostly at the primary level.
‘Modernization’ also precipitated certain shifts in the migration patterns of Ethiopia’s
population, including a gradual sedentarization of nomadic and semi-nomadic lifestyles, a slow
but steady urbanization of internal migration trajectories, and the growth and diversification of
international migration trends.
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Table 1. Indicators of Social Transformation in Ethiopia
1960

1970

1980

1990

2000

2010

2015

Population
(millions)

22.2

28.4

35.3

48.1

66.5

87.7

99.9

Fertility Rate
(births per woman)

6.9

7.0

7.3

7.2

6.5

5.0

4.3

Life expectancy at birth
(years)

38.4

42.9

43.7

47.1

51.9

61.6

65.0

Urban population
(% of total)

6.4

8.6

10.4

12.6

14.7

17.3

19.4

Gross Domestic
Product* (billions)

-

-

7.3D

12.2

8.2

30.0

64.5

Primary school
enrollment (% gross)

-

15.0°

33.8

35.1

54.4

91.8

101.9

Source: World Development Indicators | *GDP in current USD | D data for year 1981 | ° data for year 1971

Several distinguishing characteristics make Ethiopia a compelling context to investigate
the interconnections between development processes and migration patterns. First, as this
chapter will show, relative to other countries at similar levels of economic and human
development, Ethiopia has low levels of internal and international migration. Ethiopia remains
overwhelmingly rural, with eight-three percent of its population living in rural areas and
engaged in subsistence farming as of the last national census (CSA 2010; see Figure 3).
Donnenfeld et al (2017) estimate that its urban population should be closer to thirty percent
based on its GDP per capita. Nigeria and Egypt, the other high population countries in Africa,
have some forty-five to fifty percent of their population living in urban centers (Donnenfeld et
al 2017). International migration rates are also relatively low. Less than one percent of
Ethiopia’s population lived abroad in 2015, compared to a global average of three to four
percent (UN 2015). Ethiopia thus provides an interesting case to examine the determinants of
relative immobility, or why people do not migrate, an often-overlooked question in migration
research (Schewel 2019).
Second, and perhaps relatedly, Ethiopia was never formally colonized by a European
power. Fascist Italy invaded and occupied Ethiopia from 1936-1941, but because the invasion
violated international law, the League of Nations never formally recognized the occupation.
Italy never consolidated a lasting colonial administration in Ethiopia, and just five years after
the Italians seized power, Emperor Haile Selassie I reclaimed his throne. This brief occupation
had lasting ramifications for the political and economic trajectory of the country (Pankhurst
2001). However, it did not generate a ‘migration system’ (c.f. Mabogunje 1971; Kritz et al
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1992) between Ethiopia and Italy, as colonization did between other African and European
countries in the postcolonial era.

60

Percent Urban Population
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40
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0
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Ethiopia

Sub-Saharan Africa

World

Figure 3. Percentage of Population Living in Urban Areas
Source: World Development Indicators (2017)

Third, because Ethiopia was never formally colonized, its pursuit of ‘modernization’ has
largely been its own. “Whatever were the shortcomings of colonialism,” Shiferaw Bekele
muses, “Africa—with the exception of Ethiopia—was initiated into modernization by white
rulers. Unlike their brethren elsewhere on the continent, Ethiopians were guided into the
modern world by their own rulers” (Bekele 2015: 179). Ethiopia’s rulers pursued three very
different versions of modernity, or zemenawinet in Amharic, over the last century, under an
empire, a communist regime, and a developmental state. Ethiopia’s history thus defies common
assumptions that modernization is a one-way process, transplanted onto poorer countries by
Western powers. Mirroring Ethiopia’s geographic position, its rulers carefully balanced the
influence, advice and assistance of Eastern and Western powers with a steadfast defensiveness
of its own sovereignty and distinctiveness. Ethiopia’s turbulent history — and its complex
relationship to outside powers— is a story of “multiple modernities” (Eisenstadt 2000), shaped
by ever-shifting domestic and international cross-pressures.
The first imperial regime, guided by Haile Selassie, looked to Japan as a model of
modernization in the first half of the 20th century. Japan drew on the economic and
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technological advancements of the modern West while maintaining its sovereignty and
tradition — not to mention authority within the hands of an all-powerful and sacred Emperor.
Emperor Haile Selassie, as Prunier and Ficquet argue, “was probably the Ethiopian aristocrat
of his time who had been the most exposed to Western education and values,” and yet, “his
entourage consisted of intellectuals who were known as modernizers’ or ‘Japanizers’ since
Japanese Meiji era was their model for Ethiopia.” (Prunier and Ficquet 2015: 9) Quick to
welcome European and American advisors and assistance with his modernization agenda
throughout his long reign, Haile Selassie was “genuinely convinced that significant reforms
should be fostered—provided he remained the absolute ruler” (Prunier and Ficquet 2015: 9).
His steadfast grasp on political power was ultimately his downfall. As Clapham (2015) argues,
“It was his own dominance that made the abolition of the monarchy inevitable” (206),
preventing any chance of any alternative political institutions to emerge, such as a
constitutional monarchy.
The emperor’s downfall came in 1974 — what Prunier and Ficquet, “the year of
destiny, the year when Ethiopia was suddenly thrown into the modern world” (2015: 1). By
this, they mean that all semblance of continuity with the mythic, religious past that Haile
Selassie sought to balance beneath his modernization pursuits was snapped when a military
regime, founded in communist ideology, seized control and imposed an altogether different
vision of modernity. During its 17-year reign, from 1974 to 1991, the model of modernity that
inspired the revolution and subsequent reforms was Stalin, Lenin, and China — at the time, the
alternative option of “modernity” for much of the world. Woube and Sjörberg (1999) argue
that Ethiopia was one of the few African countries that actually imposed a Marxist-Leninist
variety of socialism during the time of the Derg (also Prunier 2015). Although the Derg had
grand ambitions for Ethiopia’s rural development, the Derg regime is more often remembered
for its brutal and violent suppression of opposition and its failed policies than its genuine social
reforms (Prunier 2015).
When the socialist regime was overthrown in 1991, a three-year process began to
determine what the new state would look like. This time, its constitution looked to the West,
and Ethiopian expatriates returned to help create the new charter (see Gidada and Lemma
2016). They devised the framework for a democratic, ethnic federalism that enshrined the
rights of individuals and its diverse populations to self-determination. Although the new
constitution was in many ways liberal, the implementation of the new state, spearheaded by its
first Prime Minister, Meles Zenawi, again looked to the East—to the development trajectories
of South Korea and Taiwan (de Waal 2013). Meles Zenawi was unabashed and direct in his
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explanation for functioning as a developmental state, much like China. He firmly opposed the
neoliberal Washington Consensus prevalent at the time, arguing that under imperfect
conditions of rent-seeking and patronage, development requires a strong state to create the
conditions under which a healthy market and democratic order can function. Under his strong
influence and after his death, Ethiopia reported unprecedented economic growth, yet not
without political backlash. Frustrations over undemocratic rule and unequal access to the fruits
of Ethiopia’s progress led to widespread protests, beginning in earnest in 2005 and continuing
after Meles Zenawi’s death in 2012. The Oromo Protests began in 2015 and led to two states
of emergency, the resignation of Ethiopia’s Prime Minster Hailemariam Desalegn, and the
appointment of a new reformist leader, Abiy Ahmed in 2018.
The following considers key trends in Ethiopia’s migration history. Because of the
widespread conflict and recurrent political instability – both within Ethiopia and in neighboring
countries – it is tempting to characterize Ethiopia’s emigration and immigration history as
largely a story of “forced migration” (see Terrazas 2007). But this neglects deep and underlying
shifts in the demographic, economic, technological and cultural realms that also played a role
in shaping the size, composition, direction, and nature of different migration flows.

Migration Trends

Sedentarization
The Ethiopian population is made up of diverse groups of people pursuing very
different livelihoods and patterns of movement. Most Ethiopian historians and geographers
suggest that the structural configuration of Ethiopia’s land explains a large degree of
differentiation among its peoples and their livelihoods, particularly a “dualism” between “wellwatered highlands and dry lowlands” that have “left a strong imprint on human activities and
social organizations” (Prunier and Ficquet 2015: 4).12 Agrarian settlements first emerged in the
cool, humid highlands, while pastoral livelihoods persisted in the vast arid and semi-arid

12

In the first half of the 20th century, cultivation was common in the central and northern highlands, among the
Agew and the Amhara-Tigrean peoples, as well as in the well-watered highlands of the South, where the
Gurage, Sidamo, and Omo tribes were hoe-cultivators of ensete and other cereal grains. Nomadic and seminomadic pastoralism characterized the livelihoods of peoples living in the more arid and semiarid lowlands,
which covers almost 50 percent of the country: the Afar and Somali in the east, the Oromo across the south, the
Nuwer and Anyiwak in the West (Levine 1974; 2000; CSA, 2010). Of course, some populations resist
categorization within this neat dualism. The Harari peoples, for example, were the only group to have developed
an early agricultural and trading tradition centering on a single large urban center (Levine 2000: 38). Similarly,
the Oromo, because of a long history of expansion, conquest and adaptation, are the most widely dispersed
peoples in Ethiopia and the most diverse in terms of livelihoods, religion, and lifestyles.
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lowlands (Trimingham 1951: 9). Given the historical prominence of nomadic and seminomadic peoples across Ethiopia’s vast lowlands, to examine changing migration patterns
requires looking beyond the typical definitions we use, namely a move in residence across an
administrative boundary. On the contrary, in Ethiopia, ‘modernization’ over the last century
entailed the settlement of populations that had historically been highly mobile. Quantifying the
decline in nomadic lifestyles at the national level is difficult, because Ethiopian censuses often
excluded nomadic or pastoralist areas.13 The latest 2007 census, however, made a greater effort
to include pastoral peoples (Randall 2015), and at this time, pastoralists numbered some 2.3
million, or 3.1 percent of the population (CSA 2007).
Despite issues in the reliability of national data, a range of more qualitative work on
nomadic and semi-nomadic populations confirms that the rise of the ‘modern’ Ethiopian state
has coincided with a decline in nomadic lifestyles across Ethiopia – from the Dasenech peoples
who lived along the Omo River in Southern Ethiopia (Carr 1977) to the Somali pastoralists in
the East (Devereux 2006) to the Afar peoples of the Northeastern drylands (Rettberg 2010).
Political and economic marginalization, drought and food insecurity, the widespread loss of
grazing-land and conflict over natural resources, and gradual integration into the market
economy all play a part. Alongside this, more direct government development interventions,
such as the expansion of irrigation agriculture, or land seizure for development projects (e.g.
dams) or national parks, make nomadic lifestyles less and less viable (see Rettberg 2010;
Devereux, 2006; Lautze et al 2006; Haggman and Mulugeta 2008; Pankhurst and Piguet 2009).
Today, Piguet and Pankhurst (2009) assert, none of the pastoralists in Ethiopia subsist on the
produce of their herds. An increasing proportion of their ‘income’ (an irrelevant concept for
previous generations) derives from market-engagement and wage labor (Piguet and Pankhurst
2009). Development then, at least initially, brought a decline in the mobility of many Ethiopian
peoples.

Internal Migration
Alongside this process of sedentarization, Ethiopia experienced a steady increase in the
percentage of its population living in urban areas. Given higher fertility rates in rural areas, this
urban growth is in large part due to rural-urban migration. As Figure 3 shows, Ethiopia remains

13

The 1984 census, for example, covered about 81 percent of the Ethiopian population, omitting lowland areas
with nomadic populations (see Randall 2015). The 1994 census did not cover the nomadic populations of Afar
and Somali regions where pastoralists are dominant (Randall 2015).
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far more rural than other Sub-Saharan African countries, yet its steady but slow growth in its
urban population mirrors a global urbanizing trend in the modern period.
Urban growth in Ethiopia has been dominated by movement towards its capital city,
Addis Ababa. Meaning “New Flower,” Addis Ababa was first settled by Emperor Menelik and
Queen Taytu in 1886. Ethiopian kings had a long history of traveling with their entourages
from place to place, and though many rulers had settled before —clearly manifest in the
formidable castles of Gondar — the population of Addis Ababa grew more rapidly than any
other historic town. By 1910, the population was estimated to have 70,000 permanent and 3050,000 temporary inhabitants (Pankhurst 2001: 195). The combination of settlement and
growing population density allowed for infrastructure development and labor specialization
unprecedented in other areas of the empire. By the 1960s, Addis Ababa had grown to 644,190
residents, one third (33.4%) of the urban population in Ethiopia at that time (CSO 1968). As
small towns and medium-sized cities have proliferated across Ethiopia in the decades since
(see Table 2), the proportion of the urban population living in the capital city has decreased –
to 28.5% in 1994 to 23.6% in 2007 (CSA 1998; 2010) – but still remains substantial.
Table 2. Charting Urban Growth in Ethiopia by Town- and City-size
Population-size of
urban centers ('000s)
2-5

Number of urban centers
by town- and city-size

Proportion of the urban population
by town- and city-size (%)

1967

1984

2007

1967

1984

2007

101

186

357

16.5

13.2

10.5

5-10

36

75

245

12.9

11.8

14.5

10-20

15

38

115

10.6

11.9

13.4

20-50

8

14

61

14.0

9.4

15.9

50-100

1

10

14

2.9

15.1

8.7

100-500

1

1

10

9.2

6.3

13.5

500-1,000

1

0

0

33.9

/

/

1,000+

0

1

1

/

32.4

23.6

163

325

803

100.0

100.0

100.0

1,917,160

4,364,140

10,769,022

Total

Total Urban Population

Source: Rafiq and Hailemariam (1987) for years 1967 and 1984; CSA 2010 for year 2007

Table 2 shows the growth of towns and cities across Ethiopia over the last half-century.
The most dramatic increase over the last decades has been in the absolute number of urban
localities across Ethiopia, from 163 towns and cities in 1967 to 803 in 2007. The distribution
of the urban population across small, medium and large cities has shifted somewhat. In 1967,
Ethiopia’s urban population was concentrated in the capital city (33.9 percent) or across small
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towns with less than 20,000 people (40.0 percent). In 1984, Ethiopia’s urban distribution was
still concentrated at both ends of the urban spectrum: 32.4 percent in the capital city and 36.9
percent in small towns. By 2007, a higher proportion of the urban population now lives in small
towns (38.3 percent) – in fact, as much as one-fourth (24.9 percent) of Ethiopia’s urban
population lives in towns of 10,000 or less – but a growing share also lives in larger cities
outside Addis Ababa.
At the same time that towns develop, so too does the infrastructure that connects urban
and rural places. This infrastructure development, particularly the construction of road
networks across Ethiopia, is one important driver of internal migration trends. Roads bring
rural areas into closer contact with urban areas, facilitating rural-urban connectivity and
exposing rural people to goods, services, and basic facilities (electricity, for example), that may
not be available in rural areas. It leads to the creation and transformation of new markets as
more people access urban centers. Dorosh and Schmidt (2010) found that the number of people
residing in or within three hours of a city of at least 50,000 rose from 15.5 percent of the
population in 1984 to 48.5 percent in 2007. Growing connectivity lowers information and
capability thresholds for those considering a migration project, whether to a nearby town, a
more distant urban center, or abroad. Table 3 shows the steady growth of road networks in
Ethiopia since the 1950s. Road expansion continues, making up about a quarter of the
infrastructure budget. Foreign companies, primarily China, are playing a key role in road
construction in recent years. By 2015, the road network had doubled to over 100,000
kilometers.
Table 3. Road Network Development in Ethiopia
Growth in road

Total road network

network (km)

(km)

1951-1973

2760

9260

1974-1991

9757

19017

1992-2010

31019

49000

Years

Source: Ethiopian Roads Authority (2010)

Within this overarching trend of gradual urban growth, there are large variations in the
nature and direction of internal movements. For example, as Table 4 shows, almost all regions
saw a growing share of their population living in urban areas between 1994 and 2007, but for
some regions, like Gambella, Afar, or Tigray, this growth was more dramatic than others.
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Table 4. Urban Growth by Region in Ethiopia, 1994 and 2007
1994
Regional
& City
Administrations

Total Population

2007

Total urban population

Total Population

Total urban population

Tigray

No.
3,136,267

%
5.86

No.
468,478

%
14.94

No.
4,316,988

%
5.86

No.
844,040

%
19.55

Afar

1,060,573

1.98

79,258

7.47

1,390,273

1.89

185,135

13.32

Amhara

13,834,297

25.87

1,265,315

9.15

17,221,976

23.38

2,112,595

12.27

Oromia

18,732,525

35.03

1,970,088

10.52

26,993,933

36.65

3,317,460

12.29

Somali

3,198,514

5.98

437, 035

13.66

4,445,219

6.04

623,004

14.02

460,459

0.86

36,027

7.82

784,345

1.06

105,926

13.51

10,377,028

19.40

704, 818

6.79

14,929,548

20.27

1,495,557

10.02

Gambella

181,862

0.34

27,424

15.08

307,096

0.42

77,925

25.38

Harari
Addis Ababa
City
Dire Dawa City

131,139

0.25

76,378

58.24

183,415

0.25

99,368

54.18

2,112,737

3.95

2,084,588

98.67

2,739,551

3.72

2,739,551

100

251,864

0.47

173,188

68.76

341,834

0.46

233,224

68.26

53,477,265

100

7,323,207

13.69

73, 654,178

100

11,833,785

16.10

BenishangulGumuz
S.N.N.P

Total

Source: CSA 1998; CSA 2010
Note. This table focuses on the 1990s onwards because of the administrative restructuring and regional-state
creation that took place between the 1984 and 1994 census. The redrawing of boundaries makes it difficult to
compare historical census data by region.

Within and across this regional differentiation, there are many other kinds of
movements occurring over the last century that were not urban-centric. In fact, rural-rural
movement has historically been the most common type of internal migration occurring over
the last century, whether for land, work or marriage. For example, among the Oromo – a
population that constitutes over one-third of the Ethiopian population – marriage traditionally
entails the departure of a woman from her family to that of her husband. Historically, this was
most often a rural-rural movement (between settled populations or semi-nomadic ones) that
marked the lives of at least half of that population.
Likewise, internal labor migration has historically occurred from the more highly
populated northern highlands towards the less densely populated south, southwest and east of
the country (see Markos 2001). In the early 20th century, this was a kind of ‘frontier migration’;
peasants left situations of land scarcity and low agricultural productivity in search of more
fertile lands, and soldiers were often given land by the imperial regime as ‘tribute’ (World
Bank 2007). In the 1950s, 60s and 70s, movement from the highlands to the lowlands continued
but began to change in nature. Under Haile Selassie, ‘modernization’ entailed the growth of
light industries like cotton, sugar, cement, leather, and printing factories. Commercial
agriculture began under his rule in some areas of Ethiopia, often those accessible to the railway
lines, and introduced new forms of paid employment to new populations. New services, like
banking, insurance, hotels, restaurants, shops and trading companies were established in
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emerging towns (Pankhurst 2001). The internal migration of peasants shifted from ‘frontier
migration’ for better land to labor migration for wage-work with these new companies: for
example, cotton and sugar plantations in the Rift Valley and Awash valley, coffee plantations
in the south and southwest, and farms harvesting sesame, beans and oil seeds in the north-west
(Piguet and Pankhurst 2009; Markos 2001). This movement was often seasonal, but over time,
also led to the settlement of migrant laborers in these areas and the emergence of new towns
(Blunch and Laderchi 2015; World Bank 2007). Even when many private- and foreign-owned
enterprises were overtaken by the Derg, labor migration continued (Piguet and Pankhurst
2009). In fact, it often became state-sponsored: conscription was introduced by the Derg not
just for military purposes, but also to fill labour shortages on state farms.
In recent years, however, the direction of labor migration has become increasingly
urban-centric. Particularly since the 1990s, more foreign companies – from agricultural,
floricultural or meat processing enterprises to manufacturing and industrial parks – are
strategically established in regions surrounding Addis Ababa or easily connected to its airport
through the main railways or highway routes. These companies’ proximity to the main roads,
or the capital city, and the new opportunities for low-skilled employment have accelerated the
growth of neighbouring urban areas (see Schewel 2018a; Piguet and Pankurst 2009). Likewise,
the growth of towns and their market economies has led a growing share of the workforce to
seek income through engagement in the formal and informal service sector. In one study,
Schewel and Fransen (2018b), using Labor Force Survey data on internal migration rates across
zones in Ethiopia, found that only recently did rural-to-urban migration replace migration
between rural areas as the most common migration trajectory of internal migrants – even
among women, for whom rural-rural migration was by far the most common type of migration
as late as 2005 (see Table 5).
Table 5. Migration Patterns by Gender: 1999, 2005 and 2013
Migration patterns (%)
of recent migrants
Rural to rural
Rural to urban
Urban to rural
Urban to urban
Total migration

1999
M
31.19
21.79
21.65
24.37
100.00

2005
F
39.14
21.58
13.08
25.56
100.00

M
35.70
27.60
16.02
17.78
100.00

2013
F
41.97
23.91
11.09
20.43
100.00

M
24.08
29.42
23.15
23.35
100.00

F
22.32
37.26
14.79
25.63
100.00

Notes. Based on LFS data. Recent migrants are individuals who moved less than five years prior to survey data
collection. Based on the population aged 15 and over. Source. See Schewel and Fransen (2018b), page 13.
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Widening access to formal education, particularly under the current government, is one
important factor to explain why internal migration is increasingly urban-oriented. The
educational attainment of internal migrants appears to differ based on the internal migration
trajectory. National representative Labor Force Survey data from 2013 captures migration
across zones, and shows that the characteristics of those who stay and those who move to rural
areas are very similar. At least half of this population has no formal schooling. However,
migrants who move to urban areas – whether from a rural area or another urban area – have
higher levels of education. Urban-urban migrants show the highest levels of education (see
Figure 4). One reason urban to rural migrants also see higher levels of educational attainment
is likely because these migrants are government workers who are sent to jobs located in rural
areas. In recent years, they may also capture the movement of high-skilled workers to foreign
companies or industrial parks that may be located in rural areas but sometimes build housing
for their administrative workers.

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Non-migrants
No schooling

Rural to rural
migrants
Primary education

Rural to urban
migrants

Urban to rural
migrants

Secondary education

Urban to urban
migrants

Higher education

Figure 4. Educational Attainment by Migration Trajectory
Notes. Based on Labor Force Survey 2013 data. Recent migrants are individuals who moved less than five years
prior to survey data collection. Based on the population aged 15 and over. The sample includes 146,198
individuals | Source: Figure reproduced from Schewel and Fransen 2018a: 564.

Increased access to education appears to increase the likelihood of internal migration
for several reasons: first, the nature of formal education in the modern period tends to teach
students values, attitudes and skills that are oriented towards ‘professional’, urban employment
(see White 2012; Maurus 2016); second, achieving higher education in Ethiopia often requires
moving to an urban center, because schooling is simply not available in rural areas (Schewel
and Fransen 2018a); third, higher educational attainment is a form of human capital that can
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boost the expected economic returns of a migration project (Sjaastad 1962; Schwartz 1971;
Blunch and Laderchi 2015); and fourth, modern labor markets concentrate skilled labor in
urban areas.

Displacement and Resettlement
Periods of drought, particularly when it gives rise to famine, have led to significant
population movements within and from Ethiopia. During the 1983-4 famine, for example, as
many as 2.5 million were internally displaced, and at least 400,000 people fled the country
(Wolde-Giorgis 1989). However, it is important to note that the most vulnerable often remained
trapped in the countryside, where poor road infrastructure and petty politics prevented them
from receiving food aid or making their way to distant distribution centers. Under these
circumstances, famine did not mean migration; it meant starvation. No one knows exactly how
many died in the 1973-1974 famine, but estimates range from 200,000 to 1 million (van Santen
2010), and as many as 1.2 million died in the 1983-1984 famine (Gill 2010).
Whether drought leads to famine, and whether famine leads to migration (or death),
depends on a number of factors beyond environmental conditions. What earlier famines clearly
illustrated was that infrastructure is crucial to facilitate the provision of food aid and services
to peripheral regions of the country where rural agriculturalists and pastoralists were suffering.
Even more importantly, though, is politics, that is, whether the government feels compelled to
take the necessary measures to prevent or alleviate the effects of drought. In this regard,
Amartya Sen once argued that no famine has ever occurred in a functioning democracy (Sen
1999). Critics quickly pointed out that starvation and malnutrition remain widespread in many
democracies, like India, and indeed, under the current regime in Ethiopia. In fact, famine has
continued even under the current democratic government, most notably in 2003-2004.
Nevertheless, the point that the state matters is a key one. One key strategy all three regimes
have employed to combat the persistent problem of drought and food insecurity is resettlement.
Resettlement is a form of development-induced displacement, a less researched kind of
migration that nevertheless carries significant implications for the lives of populations across
Ethiopia and Africa more generally (Cernea 2005). State-led resettlement schemes have been
a regular and contentious strategy of the national government over the last half-century. Over
one million people have been resettled in Ethiopia over two phases: some 600,000 individuals
(200,000 households) in 1985-86 under the Derg, and around 627,000 people (190,000
households) between 2003 and 2007 under the EPRDF (Pankhurst 2009). These resettlement
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schemes often failed for lack of adequate planning and resources. Yet, they constitute a
significant population movement, directed by the state.
Resettlement began as a few ‘ad hoc initiatives’ started under Haile Selassie in 1966
and became a major government strategy of the communist Derg regime, culminating in the
resettlement of over half a million people in 1985-1986 (Piguet and Pankhurst 2009: 9). Before
the 1974 revolution, the Imperial regime had resettled some 10,000 households – constituting
0.2 percent of rural households at the time, as compared to 5 percent of rural households that
migrated ‘spontaneously’ (Piguet and Pankhurst 2009: 9; citing Wood 1985). Under the Derg,
the numbers and pace of resettlement increased. From 1974-1983, before the 1984 famine,
some 46,000 households (187,000 people) were resettled in 88 sites across 11 regions (Piguet
and Pankhurst 2009). In the aftermath of the 1984 famine, an “Emergency Phase” plan resettled
over half a million people between October 1984 and January 1986, constituting “one of the
most complex, ambitious and draconian measures ever attempted by the Ethiopian
government” (Piguet and Pankhurst 2009: 10).
Resettlement, under the Imperial regime and the Derg, was pursued as a proactive
strategy to address a wide range of social ills: to redistribute populations more efficiently, to
develop less populated areas and increase agricultural productivity, to safeguard populations
against the threat of famine, to provide land for the landless, to establish cooperatives, to
“remove urban unemployed,” to settle pastoralists and shifting agriculturalists, to rehabilitate
repatriated refugees (Pankhurst and Piguet 2009: 9). But resettlement was never the magic
bullet government planners hoped it to be. Due to inadequate planning, financial support, and
experienced personnel to manage these projects, “the results were generally poor, the schemes
tended to fail, and most settlers left the projects” (Piguet and Pankhurst 2009: 9).
Nevertheless, resettlement remains a common development and humanitarian strategy,
even under the current government. From 2003 to 2005, for example, a plan of the New
Coalition for Food Security resettled over half a million people across Oromia, Amhara,
SNNPR and Tigray. However, these efforts also faced significant obstacles, namely lack of
adequate housing, agricultural water or other resources for the resettled populations, and lack
of consideration for the rights of pastoralists in areas of resettlement, exacerbating conflicts
over environmental resources (World Bank 2007: 117).
Alongside resettlement schemes, the displacement of populations for development
projects is another major form of population movement in Ethiopia’s history – whether to
support the creation of dams, agricultural development schemes, the creation of national parks
or urban expansion (see Pankhurst and Piguet 2009). Some populations are directly displaced
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and compensated by the government for their lands. Other local populations are indirectly
marginalized by such projects, excluded from resources that had historically supported their
livelihoods.

Emigration
Rates of international migration from Ethiopia are low. Less than one percent of the
Ethiopian population were emigrants in 2015 (Table 5). As is the case for internal migration,
available data on rates and levels of international migration from Ethiopia is limited and
fragmented (see Carter and Rohwerder, 2016), and official estimates are likely lower than
actual migration rates. That acknowledged, as Table 6 illustrates, in addition to being one of
the most rural countries, Ethiopia shows low emigration rates14 relative to other countries at
similar levels of human development. Only Nigeria and Madagascar show lower levels,
although a higher share of their populations are living in urban areas (Table 6).
Table 6. Emigration Rates by Human Development Ranking and Rural Population, 2015
Emigration rate

Human Development
Index Rating

% Rural

Nigeria

0.0060

0.527

52.2

Madagascar

0.0070

0.514

64.8

Ethiopia

0.0075

0.451

80.6

Kenya

0.0097

0.587

74.3

Chad

0.0149

0.407

77.5

Djibouti

0.0172

0.470

22.6

Niger

0.0179

0.347

83.8

Uganda

0.0183

0.505

77.9

Guinea

0.0353

0.443

64.9

Cote d'Ivoire

0.0368

0.478

50.6

Yemen, Rep.

0.0376

0.483

65.2

Senegal

0.0392

0.492

54.1

The Gambia

0.0453

0.457

40.8

Sudan

0.0489

0.497

66.1

Guinea-Bissau

0.0575

0.449

57.9

Togo

0.0603

0.495

59.9

CAR

0.0970

0.357

59.7

Country

Sources: HDI data from UNDP 2017; Emigrant Stock data from UNDESA 2015; Total Population & Percent Rural from WDI.

14

Measured as emigrant stock divided by the total population.
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Most accounts of international migration from Ethiopia suggest that before 1974,
during the period of Haile Selassie, international migration was largely the purview of the elite,
who left for educational purposes and returned to high positions within the government. “The
few Ethiopians who went abroad were elites who did so to study and then returned” (Terrazas
2007, 1; see Levine 1965). However, existing data on international migration shows that prior
to the communist revolution, there was already relatively significant regional migration to
neighboring countries: Djibouti, Sudan, Kenya and Yemen, for example, which then
accelerated under the Derg (see Table 7). Because it is based on census and population register
data, the World Bank data cited in Table 7 likely underestimates the extent of international
movement occurring over the period, but nevertheless highlights the already diverse
destinations of international migrants during the time of the Imperial Regime and the Derg.
Furthermore, according to the World Bank data, rather than being the primary destination of
international migrants in earlier periods, it appears that North American and European
destinations actually began to absorb a growing share of international migration over time,
which had been mostly directed towards African (e.g. Djibouti, Sudan, and Kenya) and Middle
Eastern (e.g. Israel and Saudi Arabia) destinations in the 1960s and 1970s (See Figure 5).
Table 7. Top Ten Destination Countries (and Stock) of Ethiopian Emigrants, 1960-2000
1960

1970

1980

1990

2000

Djibouti

3442

Djibouti

6273

Djibouti

12632

USA

34983

USA

71578

Israel

2736

Kenya

4634

USA

10583

Israel

30337

Israel

66967

Sudan

1738

Canada

3671

Saudi
Arabia

7513

Djibouti

19811

Djibouti

25437

USA

1415

Israel

3251

Canada

6828

Saudi
Arabia

19573

Saudi
Arabia

21174

Kenya

871

United
States

2847

Kenya

6026

Germany

9555

Kenya

20332

France

661

Sudan

1658

Italy

5820

Kenya

7493

Canada

14075

Canada

651

France

1583

Israel

4389

Sweden

7464

UK

11796

Yemen,
Rep.

444

Saudi
Arabia

1473

Sudan

2126

Italy

6783

Sweden

11776

Zimbabwe

268

Netherlands

565

Netherlands

1563

Netherlands

4504

Netherlands

7455

262

Yemen,
Rep.

549

Sweden

1426

Sudan

2978

Italy

5587

Saudi
Arabia
Total
Emigration

14605

31408

66628

158492

291249

Source: World Bank Global Migration Database (2018)
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Figure 5. International Migration from Ethiopia by Decade and Region of Destination
Source: World Bank Global Migration Database (2018) | Note: based on top 20 destinations, which includes over
95% of emigration.

Migration to Middle Eastern destinations is rooted in a long history of religious
connections. One notable example is the movement of Jewish Ethiopians (Beta Israel), who
began migrating to Israel as early as 1935. This movement increased after the newly created
Israeli state offered citizenship to any member of the Jewish nation, often referred to as the
Law of Return, in 1950. Over the coming decades, this religious ‘return’ migration often
entailed dangerous journeys through Sudan or Kenya, but after the establishment of the Israeli
embassy in Addis Ababa, which facilitated legal migration of Jewish Ethiopians to Israel, this
movement became more regularized and secure (Terrazas 2007). According to Israel’s Central
Statistical Bureau, there were some 125,500 citizens of Ethiopian descent living in Israel in
2011. There is also a long-standing history of religious movement between Ethiopia and Saudi
Arabia for the purpose of pilgrimage. Muslims comprise over one-third (33.9 percent) of the
Ethiopian population (CSA 2007), and Ethiopians have been going on the Hajj for centuries
(Tibebu 2018).
After the overthrow of the Imperial regime and the rise of the communist regime in
1974, another form of migration became more prevalent: the movement of refugees fleeing
political persecution and civil strife. The Derg formally closed Ethiopia’s borders soon after
seizing power, yet international movement significantly grew during this period. This is the

59

period when people speak of the ‘Ethiopian diaspora’ being established in countries like the
United States, many of whom were educated elites with some connection to the Imperial
regime. However, most migrants leaving at the beginning or end of the military regime’s rule
did not have the resources to embark upon such a long-distance asylum-seeking project (or
were lucky enough to be selected from refugee camps for asylum in North America or
European countries). By 1990, at the end of the communist government’s rule, the UN data
notes 942,295 Ethiopians living in Sudan, 460,000 in Somalia, 26,695 in Kenya, 13,405 in
Djibouti, and 1,284 in Eritrea (UNDESA 2015; see Figure 6).15 These figures are much higher,
and likely more accurate, than the World Bank data from Table 7. Most Ethiopians migrated
within the Horn of Africa, a relatively small portion of whom received refugee status in the
United States or Europe once registered in refugee camps (Terrazas 2007).16
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Figure 6. Regional Destination of Ethiopian International Migrants, 1990-2015
Source: UNDESA 2015 | Note: Total migrant stock at mid-year
15

The World Bank Global Bilateral Migration database presents United States, Israel, Djibouti, and Saudi
Arabia as the top countries hosting Ethiopian emigrants in 1990 (see Table 6). However, these figures for 1990
from the World Bank are dissonant with those from the United Nations Population Division, who note much
higher numbers Ethiopian emigrants in neighboring African countries.
16
It appears that the UNDP data captures a large movement of populations to neighboring countries in Africa
that is missed in the World Bank data. By 2000, however, the datasets are more comparable, though the UNDP
dataset still captures more regional migration as well as higher migration numbers in other Western countries in
2000.
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After the fall of the communist government in 1991 and the rise of the more marketoriented development state, emigration flows continued to increase in volume, diversity of
destinations, and composition (see Figure 6). Today people continue to flee political
persecution, reunite with family, or seek educational opportunities abroad; alongside this, the
emigration of high- and low-skilled workers to destinations across Africa, Europe, North
America, and the Middle East has become increasingly common (Kuschminder and Siegel
2014). The migration of women and men to the Middle East is one relatively new labor
migration trajectories and represents the feminization of Ethiopian labor migration (Fernandez
2011).
The current migration of Ethiopians to the Middle East, including female domestic
workers or illegal labor migration more generally, did not arise out of nowhere. Migration
systems to the Middle East have long existed, initially for religious reasons, but the nature of
movements within this migration system have transformed over time, such that today, much of
the movement between Ethiopia and the Middle East is low-skilled labor migration.

Immigration
Ethiopia has long been a destination country for international migrants. It was the
destination of the First Hegira, an important moment in the early history of Islam, when Prophet
Muhammad sent some of His first persecuted followers to seek refuge in the Christian
Kingdom of Aksum. It was for centuries a destination of European travellers and Catholic
envoys in search of “Prestor John,” the mythic king of a distant Christian nation. These early
international links were also economic in nature. The Abyssinian empire had a long history of
trade, including a long-standing slave trade with other kingdoms in Africa, the Middle East and
across the Indian Ocean (Tibebu 1995). These religious and economic ties would give rise to
new forms of international migration over the last century.
During the ‘Scramble for Africa’ between 1881 and 1914, when European powers
conquered, divided, and colonized the African continent, Ethiopia was the only country that
maintained its independence. Although the newly unified Kingdom of Italy had invaded
Ethiopia during this period, the Ethiopian army successfully defeated them at the infamous
Battle of Adwa in 1986, securing the Ethiopian empire’s sovereignty for another forty years.
Unfortunately, in 1935, Italy invaded again, this time using mustard gas and heavy air-bombing
that overwhelmed Ethiopian military forces and civilians alike (Pankhurst 2001). The Italians
took Addis Ababa in 1936 and held the country under military occupation until 1941. During
this time, many Italians moved to Ethiopia. By 1939, there were over 130,000 Italians in
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Ethiopia, serving in administrative positions, working in infrastructure development, and
settling new agricultural communities (Pankhurst 2001; Sbacchi 1977). The fascist vision was
to settle hundreds of thousands of Italy’s ‘surplus population’ in agricultural settlements across
Ethiopia, but these hopes were never realized. The occupation was constantly challenged by
guerilla warfare, shortage of funds, poor planning, and lack of infrastructure. After several
years of conflict, Haile Selassie returned to Addis Ababa and seized power in 1941, many
Italians left in the years thereafter, and a formal peace treaty was signed in 1947.
After this period of significant imperialist immigration, migration continued between
countries in the Horn of Africa, and to some extent, further afield. In the late 1950s and 1960s,
Ethiopia hosted some of the largest numbers of African immigrants. In a time of anti-colonial
activism and newly independent states, the country played an important role in the pan-African
movement and twentieth-century African politics, such that it was chosen as the permanent
headquarters of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa in 1958, the Organization
of African Unity in 1963, which later became the African Union in 2001. These international
ties facilitated the movement of people into Ethiopia. For example, Ethiopia gave refuge and
military training to African activists, and dozens of scholarships to African students to study at
Haile Selassie I University, the precursor to Addis Ababa University.
Over this same period, Ethiopia also experienced periods of significant conflict-induced
immigration from neighboring states. Sharing a border with every other country in the Horn of
Africa, Ethiopia lies at the center of regional movements in a region unfortunately
characterized by significant unrest over the last half-century. The same countries that hosted
Ethiopian emigrants during periods of political turmoil in Ethiopia – Sudan, Somalia, Eritrea
and Djibouti, for example – also sent many migrants into Ethiopia during these same years.
For example, around 1990, the same years that Ethiopia experienced some of the highest rates
of emigration, it also received the highest number of immigrants. In 1990, Ethiopia had a
migrant stock of 1.15 million, 64.2 percent of whom were refugees. These numbers declined
quite significantly over the 1990s and 2000s, before rising again in 2015 to over 1 million (see
Table 8). Some estimate even higher number of migrant stocks, 1.7 million, in 2015
(Donnenfeld et al, 2017). These fluctuations correlate with civil war and political turmoil of
neighboring states, including the collapse of President Siad Barre in Somalia and the ethnic
conflict between the forces of the central government, President Salva Kiir and his former
deputy, Reik Macchare in South Sudan. Ethiopia’s long-standing conflict with Eritrea –
including the war for Eritrean independence from 1961 to 1991 and the Eritrean-Ethiopian war
from 1998 to 2000 – meant many people have fled over this contentious border for decades.
62

Table 8. Migrant (including Refugee) Stock in Ethiopia, 1990-2015
1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

International migrant stock at
mid-year (both sexes)

1,155,390

806,904

611,384

514,242

567,720

1,072,949

International migrant stock as
percentage of total population

2.4

1.4

0.9

0.7

0.6

1.1

Female migrants as percentage
of international migrant stock

47.4

47.4

47.3

47.5

47.6

49.0

Estimated refugee stock at midyear (both sexes)

741,965

393,479

197,959

100,817

154,295

659,524

64.2

48.8

32.4

19.6

27.2

61.5

Refugees as a percentage of
international migrant stock

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2015). Trends in International Migrant
Stock: the 2015 Revision.

Conclusion
The last century has witnessed both gradual and dramatic shifts in the movement of
Ethiopia’s population. Regarding gradual shifts, there has been a two-fold process of
sedentarization of nomadic and semi-nomadic lifestyles alongside a slow but steady
urbanization of internal migration trajectories. Over the second half of the 20th century, urban
growth was dominated by the capital city and small towns. Only in recent decades are mid-size
cities with populations over 100,000 emerging across Ethiopia.
Ethiopia also has a long-history of international migration within the Horn of Africa, to
the Middle East, the United States and Europe, and the number of international migrants has
increased over time – doubling each decade since 1970 (Table 7). Rooted in a history of
religious, economic, and diplomatic ties, the nature and direction of this movement diversified
over time. Ethiopians are moving to more countries in more varied ways than ever before. In
recent decades, for example, a notable and rising trend is labor migration to African and Middle
Eastern destinations for low-skilled wage-work.
Alongside these overarching processes of sedentarization, urbanization, and
diversification in the nature of international migration, Ethiopia also experienced more
punctuated and dramatic shifts in population movements over relatively short periods – often
a consequence of political conflict, famine, conscription, resettlement schemes, and/or
development-induced displacement. These numbers were significant, with long-lasting
consequences. For example, the wave of refugees moving to North America in the wake of the
communist revolution in the 1970s established a major Ethiopian diaspora overseas that would
influence political and economic developments in Ethiopia in the decades to come. And at the
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same time that Ethiopians fled to neighboring countries in times of distress, Ethiopia has hosted
hundreds of thousands of refugees from countries in the Horn of Africa.
A key characteristic of Ethiopian migration across the last century is that levels of
internal and international migration have been and remain relatively low, relative to other
countries at similar levels of economic development or population size. Only some twenty
percent of the population live in urban areas, and less than one percent of the population are
international migrants. One potential explanation is that high rates of poverty persist, and both
internal and international migration projects often require significant financial, human and
social capital to realize. Rather than stimulating migration, high rates of poverty in Ethiopia
are likely a key explanation for why migration levels remain so low. Still, Ethiopia is less
urbanized, and sees lower levels of international emigration, than other African countries at
similar levels of economic development. Another potential explanation is low levels of
educational attainment in Ethiopia; total educational attainment is nearly twenty percent lower
than other low-income countries in Africa (Donnenfeld et al 2017). Even though primary
enrollment rates rose from 40 percent in 2000 to 85 percent in 2014, secondary school
enrollments remain low (12 and 15 percent in 2000 and 2014, respectively; Donnenfeld et al
2017: 76). With the rapid spread of primary education, its strongest impact on patterns of
movement may be at the local and regional level, where secondary and higher education for
rural students often requires migration to urban areas (Schewel and Fransen 2018a). A third
potential explanation, mentioned in the introduction, is that Ethiopia was never formally
colonized. The brief Italian occupation did not establish a ‘migration system’ between Ethiopia
and Italy, as colonization did between other African and European countries in the postcolonial
period.
The Wayisso case study that follows illustrates what these processes of sedentarization,
urbanization, and rising international migration look like from the perspective of a single
village – in fact, how these processes occurred one after the other. Some major drivers of
migration in Ethiopia’s history – for example, the political conflict that galvanized international
asylum-seeking movements, or the droughts that led to massive internal displacements or
resettlements – are not part of Wayisso’s migration history. However, other features are similar
to many other areas of Ethiopia. Rural-urban migration from Wayisso is primarily oriented
towards neighboring towns. It thus illuminates the social processes driving small-scale
urbanization, a widespread phenomenon across the country. And international migration from
Wayisso is the domain of women, most often going to the Middle East as domestic workers, a
rising and little-understood trend in the feminization of labor migration from Ethiopia.
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Chapter 3. Methodological Approach
In Afaan Oromo, the word godansaa originally referred to pastoral movement. It still
carries that connotation, but now, it also refers to ‘leaving’ — leaving one’s home for another
place, another city, another country. Another way to approach my research question is to ask,
how and why did godansaa as pastoral movement come to mean godansaa as migration?
This chapter details my methodological approach to understanding how patterns of
migration (i.e. the nature, volume, composition, and direction of movement) changed in
Wayisso over the last five generations, and what ‘development’ and ‘social transformation’
concretely entailed over this same period. It begins by describing how I define ‘migration’ in
Wayisso, before detailing the research setting and my justification for the case study design. It
then describes my primary methods: a household survey of seventy-three Wayisso households,
eighty-four in depth interviews, and ethnographic approaches. The chapter discusses some of
the opportunities and obstacles faced along the way – notably the eruption of political protests
in the region during my fieldwork – and how local networks helped me to overcome some of
the challenges my positionality presented in that context. The chapter concludes with
reflections on anonymity in ethnographic and historical research.

Defining Migration
Defining migration was challenging in this research setting for a few reasons. First, the
meaning of migration fundamentally differs between a semi-nomadic pastoral community and
a settled agrarian one. Both move, indeed, but the former makes a home in movement, and the
latter makes a home through settlement.17 Second, even in the context of ‘settled’ populations,
defining migration as a change in residence for a certain period of time (as it is commonly
defined; see Skeldon 2018) is difficult when some people regularly shift between two or more
homes that cross administrative boundaries (e.g. rural/urban). In my research area, for example,
it was not uncommon for wealthier families to stay in the village during the farming season

17

Taking a long-term perspective, the meaning of migration changes in relation to the ease and norms of
movement. It may be no coincidence that the first migration scholars looked at internal migration (e.g.
Ravenstein 1885); moving across a country or from a rural village to a city, during a time of limited means of
transportation and communication, meant a more dramatic departure from home and change in life
circumstances than it does today. To achieve the same degree of ‘departure’ today, at least within the materially
developed world, often requires further distances, and the bulk of migration scholarship today focuses on
international movement. This is what many geographers allude to when they speak of the ‘time-space
compression’ of modernity (e.g. Massey 1991). This time-space compression is not yet a reality in Wayisso.
Migrating to Ziway, a town just 15 kilometers away, is a major departure from village life. “Ziway is like the
capital city,” one man in Wayisso told me.
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and to stay in town for the winter. As this dissertation will show, the process of rural-urban
migration often entails straddling these two worlds first—maintaining land and relationships
in rural areas while simultaneously pursuing urban-based forms of work and education—before
which people, perhaps future generations, cut ties to rural areas and fully settle into urban lives.
The gradual nature of this transition is similar to how semi-nomadic ways of life transitioned
into settled, agrarian ones. ‘Settling down’ is a process in which old forms of seasonal
movement fade as new forms of settled lifestyles emerge. There appears to be a spectrum from
nomadic movements to the settled village, and from the settled village to the urban center.
To address the first challenge, in the analyses that follow, I clarify when I am speaking
about semi-nomadic movements, and when I refer to ‘migration’ as a change in residence –
whether rural-rural, rural-urban, or across international borders. Regarding the second
challenge, I took different strategies depending on my method. In my household survey, for
example, I asked about places of residence to capture migration behavior. If an individual had
one or more homes, I registered the home in which they spent the most time as their ‘place of
residence.’ However, through my qualitative methods, I was better able to question how people
balanced rural and urban pursuits in their everyday lives, and what ‘migration’ looked like in
everyday practice. My approach builds upon a key distinction made by Torsten Hägerstrand
(1957) between people’s “fields of activity” and their “center of gravity.” Everyone moves in
their everyday lives – to work, to the market, to wander – and these movement patterns make
up their ‘fields of activity.’ However, within a field of activity, most people have a place of
residence that serves as the center around which their everyday movement occurs, their “center
of gravity” (Hägerstrand 1957: 27). A change in residence is significant, because it signals a
shift is someone’s ‘center of gravity.’ In this study, I interrogate the complex ways in which
individuals and communities transfer their ‘center of gravity’ from rural places to urban ones,
and how they adjust their ‘fields of activity’ accordingly (see also Skeldon 1977).
To clarify this distinction, consider two examples. One young man living in Ziway, for
example, might regularly return to Wayisso to visit family, attend community events, or gather
eggs from a chicken farm he keeps on his land. His ‘field of activity’ regularly takes him to
Wayisso. This young man’s ‘center of gravity,’ however, is now in Ziway, where he studies,
sells these same eggs, and lives with his wife and newborn child. Now consider another young
woman who lives in Wayisso. She lived in Adami Tulu for two years to study but is no longer
in school. She goes to Adami Tulu every Wednesday to attend the market, and then returns to
Wayisso. For the purpose of my research, the two years she spent in Adami Tulu would count
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as a ‘migration.’ However, today her ‘center of gravity’ is again in Wayisso, and her ‘field of
activity’ takes her regularly to Adami Tulu.

Research Setting and Case Study Design
The village is situated within Wayisso Qancerra kebele (peasant association), situated in
the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda (district), in the Oromiya state (see Figure 7). It lies
approximately 164 kilometers south of Addis Ababa in the lowlands of the Ethiopian Rift
Valley along one of the main roads that stretches southward to Kenya. Throughout this
dissertation, I refer to the village simply as “Wayisso.” This is because Wayisso Qancerra
kebele is today a combination of what used to be two separate kebeles. My household survey
and interviews focused in the ‘Wayisso’ section of this kebele. Thus, it is simpler and more
accurate to simply refer to ‘Wayisso,’ and it reflects how the inhabitants referred to their area.
I chose one version of spelling Wayisso, although several alternatives exist in various
administrative documents: waeso, wayeso, woyisso. The Oromo language formally adopted the
Latin script called Qubee in 1991, although various versions of a Latin-based script (as well as
Ge’ez script) had been used to codify the language before then. Today, Afaan Oromo is the
regional language of the Oromiya state, yet different dialects and spellings remain common,
particularly for proper nouns.

Figure 7. Map of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
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There are several benefits to focusing on a single village. First of all, by undertaking a
detailed analysis of this one place, I was better positioned to address my main questions: to
uncover its migration history and to understand the social forces driving shifting migration
trends. Although I originally intended to compare migration aspirations across several rural
and urban areas (see Box A), I eventually rejected this methodology because of the pitfall
common to comparative designs: painting individuals as representatives of a particular
category—some rural youth quickly come to represent all rural youth; some urban youth come
to represent all urban youth. Rather, I found that within a single rural village, there was a wide
range of experiences and circumstances, distinguished by age, gender, wealth and family
lineage, that influenced their (im)mobility histories and imagined futures. The spatial
boundaries of this small rural village served as a lynchpin around which a diversity of
(im)mobility trajectories could be explored.

Box A. The Futile Quest for the Isolated Village
Methodologically, my original intention was to study migration aspirations among young people in
four areas: Ziway, an urban center (pop. 50,000); Adami Tulu, a small market town (pop. 10,000); one
village that is spatially and socially ‘connected’ to one of these urban areas, and one more isolated and
‘disconnected’ village. Based on my initial fieldwork, it seemed to me that it might be possible to
capture gradations in types and intensities of migration aspirations. To state it roughly, it seemed that
at the more rural end of the spectrum, the migration aspirations of youth tend to be directed towards
accessing education or seasonal income-generating activities in the nearby towns. At the more urban
end of the spectrum, migration and aspirational horizons are wider. People imagine leaving the district
for larger towns with different employment opportunities, and international migration aspirations
become more prevalent.
The first obstacle I encountered was actually finding an isolated or ‘disconnected’ rural area. My
assumption was that in such an area — one more socially, economically, and spatially isolated from
urban areas — many people would not yet aspire to leave their rural lives for the city or abroad. After
arriving in Ziway, I met with government agents, locals and development practitioners to ask where
such an isolated area might be… all fingers pointed to Haroresa, a village set beyond the mountains
bordering Lake Langano. Setting out early from Ziway with my research assistant, we made our way
to Haroresa.
Field notes [edited for brevity], 27 February 2016:
We took a minibus to Bulbulla, arriving around 3 (9am). We then had to find a way to get to Haroresa.
We ended up taking a garii-farda (horse-cart). It had rained the evening before and the road was
pocked with puddles. The dirt was a deeper, more reddish brown in this area. Our scenery along the
way was largely wide dusty fields spotted with dead maize husk-stumps and acacia trees, mud huts,
with thatched or corrugated roofs. There was a well here or government supplied water there. After
about an hour and a half, we saw the next big town, Oituu. I saw a cell phone tower. A high school. A
health center. Then groups of houses and small shops. Music was blaring from one store-front. With
the fuss of people and driver negotiations in Bulbulla, I had forgotten to buy provisions — bananas,
especially, in case I got hungry — and I asked if I could find them here. No, unfortunately.
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We passed through Oituu and continued towards Lake Langano, where we paused for a break. Kedir
and Jamal, our driver, argued over the price. Two carts passed, we asked directions to Haroresa, and
were told to keep going around Lake Langano, and then across the mountain. Coming up to the lake,
there were herds of camels, grazing donkeys, cows, and horses, and a small conglomeration of houses.
Kedir told me when he was a child, he and his father would bring their cattle to Lake Langano to graze.
That he loved it here as a child. So far? I asked. Yes! He continued. They would travel great distances.
There was little if any farming back when he was a child. It was all about cattle and grazing. The cattle
would produce milk, so much milk, some of which they would churn and sell for butter. He reminisced
and I tried to picture what this area looked like then. Maybe not so different…
We continued on and once on the other side of the mountain, the horse picked up its gate downhill.
Rounding a bend, we saw Haroresa. It was a denser village than I had imagined, but small. I noticed
an electricity line coming from Oituu, extending over the mountain, and running through Haroresa
onto the next kebeles. So Haroresa has electricity… a luxury not even available to Wayisso or other
rural areas immediately neighboring Ziway and Adami Tulu. I also saw large empty pipes on the
mountainside that I suppose were going to eventually bring running water to the area. The road was
large enough for a car here, and also relatively new. This was my isolated village?
In the end, even this “far out” village was still very “connected.” As I spent time that day in Haroresa,
and saw how similar the lifestyles and livelihoods of the people there were to those in Wayisso, I
realized its connections to urban areas went beyond these new developments in infrastructure: roads,
electricity, mobile phone towers… The peoples in Haroresa were also semi-nomadic before settling
down as farmers, yet even as pastoralists, they often met others through markets where they bought or
exchanged goods. These markets served as nodes of connection that only grew in complexity over time.
As these markets grew over the last several decades — and the alternative livelihood options that
emerge around them — seasonal migration to these urban areas to work as, for example, a horse cart
or bajjaj driver became a common aspiration of young men. Furthermore, the introduction of formal
schooling solidified connections between rural and urban places, because secondary schooling for the
youth of Haroresa is only available in Oituu. While I did find that international migration aspirations
were not prevalent among young men in Haroresa, aspirations to move to towns and cities were already
widespread.
In the end, I rejected a comparative design and left the idea of finding an isolated village altogether.
Instead, I decided to focus on one village, and through a detailed analysis of the social transformations
that had taken place there, I would be better enabled to understand the forces driving their mobility
histories and imagined futures.

There were several populations of interest within Wayisso village. There was the oldest
generation, those who had grown up as semi-nomadic pastoralists, who remember Haile
Selassie, adapted to the communist revolution of the 1970s and ‘80s, and still refer to the
current government — established in 1994 — as “new”. Then there are their sons and
daughters, those who embraced farming as their primary livelihood. Some of the first people
to leave Wayisso for secondary and higher schooling in Ziway came from this generation.
Among their children are the current generation of youth, many of whom straddling lives
between town and the village. Within these generational divisions, gender introduces another
important dimension. In addition to women who had left or come to Wayisso through marriage,
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I was particularly interested in a handful of young women who had migrated from Wayisso to
Middle Eastern countries as domestic workers. I also discovered that the only individual to
have left Wayisso for Europe was a woman. I met her in London in October 2016, in November
2018 and April 2019.
I chose Wayisso village because its location enabled me to understand some of the
broader social transformations taking place in the region. Because of Wayisso’s proximity to
Adami Tulu, a small market town of some 10,000 people, and Ziway, a “boom town” of some
50,000 registered people (but likely many more), it is a rich setting to understand small-scale
processes of urbanization. The debate on urbanization in Africa most often focuses on big
cities, yet the most dramatic consequences of urbanization are taking place on the small scale
— along a continuum of rural areas, villages, town and smaller cities (African Economic
Outlook 2016). Understanding the structural and aspirational shifts taking place in Wayisso,
and how they relate to the urban areas of Adami Tulu and Ziway, sheds light on the forces
driving micro-urbanization processes across Ethiopia and the African continent.
Furthermore, Wayisso village lies in close proximity to a number of private foreign
investors, allowing me to explore the impact of these companies on local livelihoods,
imaginaries, and migration decision-making. Notably, there is Sher Ethiopia, a flower farm
based in Adami Tulu and Ziway, whose greenhouses now take up as much land as the city of
Ziway itself. There is also Verde Beef, a Dutch-American owned cattle farm, newly situated
immediately next to Wayisso village. Such private investments are often touted as the solution
to economic and migration challenges in Ethiopia and Africa more broadly.18 I find that there
is a more complex story about how these jobs are perceived by locals, and their impact on
whether people decide to leave or stay is mixed. The interactions between local people in
Wayisso and these new forms of wage-work raise questions about the mobility consequences
of foreign-investment strategies for ‘development.’
A final point about the case study design: people often question to what extent the
findings of case studies are generalizable. It is important to make a distinction between
empirical representativeness and theoretical generalization (Small 2009). Indeed, Wayisso’s
specific migration history is not empirically representative of Ethiopia or rural places
elsewhere. Few other places experienced such rapid livelihood transitions from pastoralism to
agriculture to urban-based lifestyles in just four generations. Other rural places in Ethiopia also
18

For example, one response to the ‘migration crisis’ in Europe is the European Emergency Trust Fund for
Africa, whose primary aim is to promote private investments in poorer countries to promote development and
thereby, according to their understanding, alleviate the ‘root causes’ of migration.
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show different kinds of out-migration: seasonal farm-work in some places, or irregular
emigration to Europe or Kenya from others, for example. Nevertheless, the depth of analysis a
case study design allows is conducive to theory-building (Small 2009). In this light, the main
theoretical findings of the Wayisso case study – namely that development tends to orient
aspirations away from rural ways of life, and thus changing aspirations matter to explain
migration transitions – are generalizable to other places.

Methods
My research took place over several visits: for ten days in April 2015, from January to
July 2016, for two weeks in November 2016, and a return visit for two weeks in October of
2018. Considering the limited historical data on this village and the population living there, my
research methodology was four-fold. First, I conducted a household survey of all households
within a particular cluster of the village to capture basic demographic information as well as
the mobility histories of all the individuals born in or living in Wayisso. Second, I held indepth interviews with individuals born in Wayisso village (including those who have left), as
well as those who moved into the village. Third, I employed ethnographic approaches, ‘hanging
out’ in the village and living in Ziway with individuals from Wayisso to better understand their
everyday lives. And fourth, I interviewed and collected data from various government
agencies, development workers, and academics to gather as much data and historical context
as possible about the region. The following explains more about each of these research steps.

The Household Survey
The household survey was inspired by the Hägerstrand, whose survey of thirteen rural
parishes in Sweden gave rise to a detailed elaboration of the migration trends from these places
(see Hägerstrand 1957). The striking contribution of his work is the diverse array of spectacular
maps illustrating what he referred to as the ‘migration fields’ of these rural places. Of course,
the data available from Sweden was far more detailed than I could hope to attain in Ethiopia.
National census data for Ethiopia is available for 1967 (partially), 1984, 1994 and 2007, with
an additional inter-censal collection in 2012. Although migratory movement across
administrative zones such as the woreda (or district) was tracked in some of these assessments,
the data does not capture movement into and out of the kebele. Therefore, to map the migration
field of Wayisso village, I created my own survey, the primary purpose of which was to assess
the migration histories and status of each household. I wanted to know: 1) who leaves Wayisso
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and where do they go? 2) who stays in Wayisso? 3) who moves into Wayisso? and 4) what
demographic characteristics are associated with these various (im)mobility trajectories?
Through the more qualitative and historically-oriented aspects of my methodology, I would
triangulate these mobility histories with the broader social changes taking place over time.
Furthermore, the survey provided an opportunity to identify and develop a rapport with
individuals with whom I wished to carry out in-depth interviews.
The household survey was carried out with 73 households that lie within three family
clusters within Wayisso Qancerra kebele, or Peasant Association. The Peasant Association was
first established under the communist Derg government, which registered households within
these smaller spatial units for the more efficient administration of government services, goods,
and collection. Forty-three kebeles make up the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda, or
district, the next administrative tier (See Appendix A for a map of the region from 1976). The
woreda was established as an administrative boundary during the time of Haile Selassie. The
current government maintains these administrative distinctions, but boundaries often shift over
time. For example, during the time of the Derg, Wayisso village was called “Waeso Macho.”
Macho referred to a small mountain bordering the area. After a number of reiterations, today
the kebele is formally called Wayisso Qancarra kebele.
The entire Wayisso Qancarra kebele has some 441 households (370 male households and
71 female households) according to the most recent administrative data from 2010. Rather than
designing measures to randomize households to survey, I decided to focus on and survey all
households within one particular area of the kebele, where three family lineages cluster into
what I refer to as Wayisso village.
From the perspective of those who live in Wayisso, there are a number of family groups,
or gandas, within this kebele. Although the Oromo word ganda was appropriated by the
government to now refer to the entire kebele as a whole, the word ganda originally meant
village and referred to smaller units within what is now the kebele. These gandas are named
after its founding patriarch. I focused my survey within three gandas, originally founded, or
settled, by three patriarchs. A man named Bedane was one of the first to settle and populate the
area with his wives and children. This growing cluster of family compounds was and still is
referred to as ganda Bedane, who is part of the Hadumana sub-branch of the Habernoosa gosi
(roughly, tribe) of Arsi Oromo (See red boundary in Figure 8). Similarly, just half a kilometer
away, another ganda, or family cluster, founded by a man named Dakabo Bulo, is part of the
Abayii gosi of the Arsi Oromo (See yellow boundary in Figure 8). Finally, a third family cluster
are part of the Alekira, another sub-group of the Habernoosa gosi (See white boundary in
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Figure 8). A fourth cluster of families fell within this relatively small geographic area, who
together were part of the Qoma gosi of the Arsi Oromo. I did not include them in this survey
because they arrived in Wayisso later and were settled by several different households at once.

Figure 8. The Three Gandas That Bounded the Household Survey
Source: Satellite Image from February 2016, Google, Digital Globe

The main advantage of surveying all the households within these three gandas was that
it let me follow the mobility histories of larger family groups after the transition to settlement.
I was able to trace their family histories rather than randomly selecting some households within
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somewhat arbitrary government-set boundaries. In the end, I was able to survey all the
households within these three family clusters of Wayisso, totaling 73 households and 657
individuals.19 My access to these households, and their trust in this survey, was greatly
facilitated by my research assistant, Kedir Gemachu, who grew up in Wayisso.
For the purpose of this survey, I defined a household through the men.20 Because many
families are polygamous, one household may include several wives and their children. A new
household formed when one of the sons married and remained in Wayisso. This definition was
decided based on my conversations with local residents. Marriage is an important marker in
the life-course; after marriage, a man would often build his own home, inherit his own land
and cattle, and begin having children. The size of a household varied from two (for example, a
newly married couple) to over thirty (for example, an older man with three wives, each with
many children).
The survey was divided into two parts: the first assessed the economic characteristics of
the household and the second captured the demographic and mobility characteristics of each
individual within the household. Regarding the first part, because wealth is multifaceted and
revealed by more than income, I assessed a number of indicators: how many houses they have;
the features of those houses that require investment (e.g. a corrugated, iron roof); whether they
have a house in town and their means of transportation to town; how many plots of land they
have; whether they used fertilizer or hired help, for example, during the last farming season
(this was a particularly telling indicator due to the significant drought the year before which
deprived most families of additional income to make such investments); the number of cattle
and animals they own; and whether the household head has a mobile phone, a smart phone or
radio. Together, these indicators signal the relative wealth and economic conditions of the
household.
The second part focused on the details of each individual within the household, including
the father, mother(s), and children (see Appendix). If one of the children married and became
a new household head in the village, they were marked and a follow up survey conducted with
this household. If a son or daughter left Wayisso, and began a family elsewhere, these
households were not included in the survey — however, this individual is still captured in the

19

A few households of the Alekira family which had resettled in a neighboring kebele were not surveyed
because they fell outside of Wayisso kebele. Upon reflection, it would probably have been better to include
these households.
20
I only encountered one household where the husband had died and the wife became the de facto household
head. More often, and according to tradition, a widow marries her deceased husband’s brother. One reason for
this tradition, one woman explained, is that the children of the deceased would remain with their broader family.
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survey because of their relation to their parents who remain in Wayisso. In this way, I was able
to trace the mobility histories of each of these households back to the founding patriarch, which
are depicted through several kinship diagrams in the following chapter.21

In-Depth Interviews
The household survey provided a snapshot of mobility trajectories to and from Wayisso
village. To understand how and why (im)mobility patterns changed over time, I needed to hear
the stories of people’s lives; how they narrate the social transformations that shaped their region
and history; how they understand the good life and how it has changed; why they moved or
stayed.
The role of stories, or narratives, is key to any explanation of social reality. Human beings
construct narratives to understand the world — everyone from the big data scientists who look
for patterns of correlation or causation, to ethnographers who merely hope to convey the
perspectives of those they study, to everyday people trying to make sense of their lives. My
interviews were structured to capture first and foremost people’s own narratives about their
lives and history, before asking more specific questions about migration. I wanted to hear what
social transformations were important for them, and how (im)mobility directly or indirectly
figured into these changes, before explicitly asking about migration.
Of course, arriving at a single story about social change in Wayisso was a challenging
task. People often do not remember history in the same way. Thus, it was important for me to
compare these stories with other sources of data. For example, it was particularly difficult to
discern in what years people began farming land in Wayisso based on my interviews alone.
Therefore, my analyses also depended on acquiring aerial photographs of the area from the
1960s and 1970s from the Ethiopian Mapping Agency, which capture this transition.
The in-depth interviews had roughly four components. The first focused on the life
history of the individual, to understand the major experiences, phases and turning points across
the individual’s life course; while not asking about migration directly, these stories revealed
the important moments of transition within their lives and the degree to which (im)mobility
experiences shaped their life trajectories and decision-making. The second component of the
interview focused on imagined futures in order to understand each individual’s aspirations, for
themselves and their families. Again, I was particularly interested in understanding the place
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A few households, who were part of the Abayii survey group, could not trace their lineage back to Dakabo
Bulo, but had moved there later and were considered part of the Abayii group. For this reason, they are not in
the family trees. For the family trees, I included only kin descended from one of the three original patriarchs.
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of (im)mobility in their imagined futures, without asking directly about it. If needed, the third
stage of the interview asked more explicitly about migration aspirations, why people migrate
or stay, the factors and forces that give rise to migration aspirations, and some of its
consequences on their lives and society. Finally, I might also ask more specific questions of
interest related to the history, present, or future of Wayisso, Adami Tulu or Ziway. Formal
interviews ranged widely in length: from 20 minutes with one impatient farmer to four
meetings, each averaging two hours, with another key informant.
I carried out 84 formal interviews, 17 of which were in the scoping stage and 64 once my
research question and methodology were finalized. Fifty-four of these formal interviews were
with individuals who were born in or had moved to Wayisso (see Table 9). In addition, I
interviewed other individuals of interest: six additional return migrants from the Middle East
from other areas of the woreda, three phone interviews with women currently working in the
Middle East, fourteen interviews with current or previous workers at the Sher Ethiopia flower
farms, and seven interviews with community leaders or government workers. Interviewees
gave verbal consent to participate in these formal interviews, the vast majority of which were
recorded and transcribed. There were only a few instances in which it seemed inappropriate to
record the interview.
Table 9. Wayisso Interview Record
Wayisso Interviews

N (%)

Women

26 (48)

Age Group
14-19
20-39
40-59
60+

9 (17)
26 (48)
13 (24)
6 (11)

Place of Residence
Wayisso
Adami Tulu
Ziway
Other City
Abroad

35 (65)
3 (6)
13 (24)
2 (4)
1 (2)

Return Migrants from Middle East
Hired Migrant Farm Laborers

6 (11)
4 (7)

Note: ‘Wayisso Interviews’ includes individuals who were born in
Wayisso (both those who stayed and have left), as well as in-migrants
to Wayisso (women upon marriage or seasonal migrant farm laborers),
totaling fifty-four formal interviews.
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‘Hanging Out’ in Wayisso and in Town
In addition to these formal interviews, I held three formal focus groups, had innumerable
informal conversations, and used more general ethnographic approaches: “hanging out” with
families in the village, workers in the field, young people at school, or women in the market.
For most of my time, I was able to live in a home with four other young women who had moved
to Ziway from Wayisso and another village, Macafara. I learned as much from informal,
everyday interactions with people in Wayisso, Adami Tulu, and Ziway as I did from my formal
interviews.
Ideally, in qualitative research, the ethnographer immerses herself in a group, observing
patterns of behavior, listening with a curious and critical ear to everyday conversations, and
asking questions about issues of interest (see Bryman 2012). ‘Immersion’ gives the impression
that the ethnographer eventually becomes so embedded in his or her research context that she
is able to observe ‘realistic’ behaviors, unaffected by her presence. Despite my attempts at
immersion – living with people from Wayisso, following young men and women to their work
in the fields or town, filling long afternoons with cups of coffee and lazy conversations, trying
to speak the local language – my positionality as a white woman was, to put it lightly,
unavoidably ‘overt.’ I attracted attention, eliciting mixtures of skepticism and warm hospitality
whenever I met someone new. It took time for me to build trust with potential interviewees,
and when I had the opportunity to interview some people multiple times, I realized how little
is sometimes shared in a first interview with a stranger. I realized that ‘hanging out’ was not a
separate research strategy from my formal interviews; it was a key part of it. By taking the time
to socialize, I gained access to informants that might have otherwise been reluctant to
participate. Further, I could evaluate to what degree everyday actions ‘matched’ what young
people told me in their interviews. Furthermore, I tried to use my foreignness to my advantage,
as an opportunity for people to teach me, to explain to me “how things are,” and for me to ask
“stupid questions.”

Gathering Historical Data
Because existing research on this region of Ethiopia is limited, I tried to gather as much
data as possible from government offices for Ziway town and the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha
(ATJK) woreda. To understand how farming practices and production had changed over time,
I visited the Office of Agriculture, the Office of Rural Affairs, the ATJK Livestock Office, and
the Office of Rural Land and Environmental Protection. I met several times with researchers
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at the Adami Tulu Agricultural Research Center and Oromia Agricultural Research Institute.
There, I learned a great deal from my many conversations with Shimelis Gizachew Desalegn
about the concerns of local farmers and the government’s development policy strategies to
address them.
To understand the growth and transformation of Ziway town, I collected statistics from
the Ziway Municipality Office. The Offices of Education for Ziway and ATJK provided
statistics on the expansion of formal schools, enrollment, and educational attainment. To ask
questions about access to electricity across Ziway and the ATJK woreda, I visited the Ethiopian
Electric Utility (Ziway Branch). To appreciate how the drought at the time of my research
compared to previous years, I gathered rainfall data from the Meteorologist Office in Adami
Tulu and Meteorologist Center in Addis Ababa. To know more about the presence of foreign
investors in the woreda, I spoke with government workers at the ATJK Woreda Investment
Office.
In Addis Ababa, I visited the Central Statistical Bureau to collect and inquire about
national census data, the Ethiopian Mapping Agency to obtain satellite images of Wayisso,
Adami Tulu, and Ziway from 1967 and 1972, and the Oromo Cultural Center to ask questions
about Oromo history and practice. However, I spent most of my time in the capital city at Addis
Ababa University, speaking with academics and reading dissertations. The masters and
doctoral dissertations on Ethiopia’s rich history are impressive. These provided essential
background information on Oromo history, development policy, and the evolution of landrelations and farming practices in the region.

Local Networks and Research Assistants
One of the reasons I chose the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda as my fieldwork
location was because of a network of contacts with the Bahá’í community in this area. As a
member of the Bahá’í Faith, I was welcomed by this community with touching hospitality and
warmth during my initial scoping visit in April 2015. The community was eager to help with
whatever research needs I had – including finding housing, contacts for interviews, and
introducing me to rural areas. Aware of the potential limitations of working through the
Bahá’ís, I was attentive to how the Bahá’ís are perceived in the area. Many people in Ziway
had never heard of the Bahá’í Faith, as it is a relatively small religious community. In Wayisso
village, people knew of the Bahá’ís, as some households had converted to the new religion in
the three decades previously. In the 1990s, there were tensions between some newly converted
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households and the existing Muslim community, but these were resolved through local conflictmediation. In the decades since, some prejudices still lingered, but there were generally good
relations between the Bahá’í and Muslim households in Wayisso.
To avoid a sampling bias in my interviews, I remained conscious at the outset of nurturing
relationships with those who are not Bahá’ís. I intentionally did not to use a translator from the
Bahá’í community. My translator was an English teacher who I met when visiting a secondary
school in Ziway. Another translator with whom I worked briefly was met at a local coffee stand
— another teacher who had set up a language school in Ziway. Likewise, I made sure that I did
not oversample for interviews from my Bahá’í networks. Carrying out the household survey
was one way of identifying participants and establishing initial relationships with the families
was one important way of doing so. In the end, twelve out of my total eighty-four formal
interviews were with Bahá’ís.
Though English is the most widely spoken foreign language and the medium for
secondary school and higher education, it was clear on my initial visit that fluency in the
language was only common among the highly educated. There are over 90 local languages in
Ethiopia, with Amharic and Oromo being the most commonly spoken. Amharic is the national
language, but slightly more people in Ethiopia actually speak Oromo as their native tongue
(approximately one-third of the country), and in the rural areas outside Ziway, such as Wayisso,
many young people did not speak Amharic very well. Thus, I decided to focus my energies on
learning Afaan Oromo. Nevertheless, mastering the language required time beyond what I had
available to me, and I drew upon research assistance. I had hoped to find both a man and a
woman to translate for me, but I was unable to find a woman with high enough levels of English
in all of Ziway. Secondary school English teachers were overwhelmingly men, and even among
those who teach English, their fluency in the language was often insufficient for my purposes.
I settled on one secondary school teacher, Tilah Alemayehu, who taught English and was fluent
in Afaan Oromo and Amharic. He was from a city further north, Adama, and I found this an
advantage with doing interviews in Wayisso. Although Tilah was an outsider to Wayisso, he
was nevertheless an Oromo, and more importantly, informants appeared willing to share things
they might not have shared if it was with someone from their own community. Tilah also has a
very easy-going personality and a manner that puts people at ease, for which I was very
thankful.
Kedir Gemechu was my second research assistant, who worked with me to carry out the
household survey in Wayisso. Unlike my translator, I met Kedir through the Bahá’í community.
Kedir grew up in Wayisso, but moved to Ziway and recently finished studying for a certificate
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in law from the Rift Valley University. He was smart, amiable, and knew every household in
Wayisso. Having Kedir assist with the survey in Wayisso was invaluable, particularly because
he could vouch for me during a politically precarious time. While I was in Ethiopia, the Oromo
Protests, which had been on and off again for the last two years, began to pick up steam.
Discontent had been simmering for years, yet November 2015 was a turning point when
peaceful and violent protests broke out across the Oromia state. The protests were to contest
the federal government’s Addis Ababa Master Plan, which proposed to expand the boundaries
of the capital city into surrounding Oromia farmland. These protests were met by a brutal
government crackdown, and over the subsequent four months, hundreds were killed and
thousands arrested, according to Human Rights Watch (2019). This unrest emerged from
longstanding discontent among the Oromo people with the government’s development
trajectory—particularly the acquisition of Oromo land for foreign investors—and lack of
meaningful political participation in a government that many felt was overwhelmingly
controlled by a Tigray elite.
Ziway was not a central site for the protests. In this region of Oromiya, the more violent
clashes were in university towns, such as Jimma, and particularly in Shashemene, a large
junction town ninety kilometers south of Ziway. In these areas, protests led to confrontations
with the police, and protestors were shot and killed. Protestors also attacked and burned some
protestant churches, or other embodiments of ‘foreign influences,’ outside of Shashemene.
Closer to Ziway, in the two small towns some 15 minutes north and south of Ziway, Bulbulla
and Meki, several 18-wheelers had been overwhelmed and torched (see Figure 9). Because the
protests were primarily aimed at the government, I was not at a great risk, but it was possible
that if some people saw me, a farenji (white person), and assumed I worked for one of the
foreign investors, I could have been a target. Thus, I listened to the advice of local friends who
suggested that I not travel to other towns or rural areas when the protests were hot. Furthermore,
everyone would be on edge, and reluctant to participate in my research anyway.
Had I needed to rely upon government agencies, who were by default associated with the
ruling coalition, or university contacts, who had little connection to this particular rural area,
my research would likely have faced significant obstacles. For example, one day I was planning
to go with a development agent — a government worker who oversees the socioeconomic
development of peasant associations — to one rural village. However, I was told by friends in
Ziway that this would be a bad idea. It was likely that I would be seen as a spy if I went through
the government workers, and my personal interviews (not to mention photographs) would be
much less welcome. In Wayisso, however, because my association was first through Kedir,
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rather than the government officials, Muslims and other community members more easily gave
their trust. This would have taken much more time to build in another setting without the same
level of personal contacts to vouch for me. Indeed, it was striking that no household refused to
participate in the survey.

Figure 9. Remnants of the Oromo Protests Outside of Meki Town | 2016

Questions of Anonymity in Ethnographic Research
When it concerns the history of Wayisso, many of the names given in this dissertation
are the true ones: for example, the names of the founding patriarchs, the first farmers, the local
community leaders of previous generations, or the first women to go to the Middle East.
However, in the more detailed, personal accounts that follow, I use pseudonyms instead of
actual names. When I asked for consent to record the interview, I also asked informants if they
would like to make up a ‘fake name.’ This was to reinforce the idea that the interview could be
anonymous. Often, the pseudonym used is the one of their choosing.
Still, I recognize that pseudonyms are hardly adequate anonymizing tools in ethnographic
research. At the beginning stages of this research, and in compliance with the usual standards
of research ethics, I assumed was it was enough to simply anonymize all of the personal details
I collected. However, I later realized that anyone familiar with Wayisso or Adami Tulu Jido
Kombolcha woreda could, if they made the effort, discern about whom I am speaking. If only
one woman has left Wayisso for Europe, everyone in Wayisso knows who that one person is. I
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am inclined to agree with other qualitative researchers who suggest that, especially in our
digital age, full anonymity is impossible in ethnographic research (see Walford 2018; Van den
Hoonard 2003). Nevertheless, there are steps researchers can take to safe-guard their
respondents from any potentially compromising information, even if it was voluntarily shared
in the interview. I took two steps towards this end: first, when I returned to Ethiopia in October
2018, I approached individuals whose stories I knew I would use in greater detail in this
dissertation. I shared what I hoped to include about their stories, asked follow-up questions,
and asked again whether they would be comfortable with me doing so. Second, for those
individuals with whom I did not have the chance of having a ‘second consent’ process, I either
cut their stories or left out details that I think could be potentially comprising (for example,
thoughts about the government or the Oromo Protests that were occurring at the time). Finally,
I include some of my own photographs throughout the dissertation, and in some of them,
individual faces are shown. I only use photographs in which subjects gave permission for me
to take the photos for my research.
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Chapter 4. Wayisso’s Migration History
Five generations ago, in the first half of the 20th century, three pastoral families began to
settle in three different areas of Wayisso. At that time, the lands were forested and primarily
the domain of the Habernoosa gosi (roughly ‘tribe’22) of the Arsi Oromo ethnic group. The
Habernoosa people of this region were highly mobile. Their semi-nomadic movements
changed with the seasons, but they revisited common grazing places — towards the lakes in
the dry season and away from them in the wet (see Figure 10). Depending upon the rain, they
might travel further distances. They traded butter and meat for grains with the Silt’ee people to
the West to supplement their cattle-based nutrition: meat, milk, and blood. When they moved,
their shelters were abandoned, taken up by others or left to fall back into the earth. Towards
the 1940s, these temporary homes started to become more permanent. In Wayisso, three
gandas, or groups of homes within the same family, began to serve as a home base for their
seasonal movements.
The Habernoosa have five balbaala, or ‘doors’: the Hadumana, the Godemena, the
Alekira, the Afemena, and the Mujemena — each being what might be referred to as sub-tribes
of the Habernoosa. Bedane Tuffaa, of the Hadumana balbaala, began to construct a simple
home in what was then known as “Wayisso Macho,” named for a small mountain. When he
would leave with the cattle to graze for weeks or months at a time, others started stay behind
in what came to be known as ganda Bedane. A kilometer or so south of ganda Bedane, another
man, Dakabo Uso, of the Alekira balbaala, began building a home bordering the Macho
mountain. One of Dakabo Uso’s wives lived there, while his other two wives stayed in Jela,
further away across the Awash river. In Wayisso, this one home for one wife would eventually
become many homes; ganda Dakabo Uso was created.
Although this area was primarily occupied by different groups within the Habernoosa, a
man from another Arsi Oromo gosi, the Abayii, moved into the area in the mid-20th century.
His name was Dakabo Bulo, and he was known widely for his wealth. He gave some of his
daughters in marriage to the sons of Dadi Tashité, of the Godemena balbaala, who had a vast
area of land in the area, and Dadi gave his daughter, Obse, to Dakabo’s first son, Dashi, in
return. Dashi and Obse also made a home in Wayisso Macho area, and soon Dashi’s father,
22

Throughout the dissertation, I use the Oromo terms to describe different social or ethnic groups (gosi,
balbaala, etc.). I recognize that this can decrease the readability of the text for someone unfamiliar with the
language. But in the end, I decided it is more important to be true to how my informants categorized themselves,
rather than filtering these distinctions into the flawed (and often colonialist) English concepts of ‘tribe’ or ‘subtribe.’ And ethnic group is too vague to capture minute differences in ethnic divisions. These distinctions will be
interesting for the Ethiopian scholar, but they are not essential for the more general reader to understand.
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and others, moved from the original Abayii territory, near Aluto, to Wayisso. In this way,
ganda Dakabo Bulo was formed.
These three gandas represent the first settlement of Wayisso. The gandas became
increasingly rooted over time, yet the ways in which subsequent generations lived, moved and
settled changed from generation to generation. Bedane, Dakabo Bulo, and Dakabo Uso were
the last true semi-nomadic pastoralists. Thereafter, there were two fundamental mobility
transitions: from semi-nomadism to settlement, and from settlement to ‘migration.’ Identifying
the key forces that have shaped these (im)mobility transitions is what this dissertation aims to
elucidate. But first, how did the movements of these people change with each generation? After
this is clarified in this chapter, the subsequent chapters address explanations for why.

Figure 10. Example of Semi-Nomadic Pastoral Trajectories in mid-20th Century
Source: Satellite image from 1984, Google, Digital Globe
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The rest of this chapter explores more specifically who, when, and how people began
leaving Wayisso, drawing primarily upon household survey data of three family gandas in
Wayisso village. To illustrate more clearly how patterns of (im)mobility changed over time,
the following analysis proceeds in four parts. First, kinship diagrams or ‘family trees’ of three
lineages from Wayisso village illustrate within which generation out-migration from Wayisso
began, and in which families it is most common. Second, the chapter presents a snap shot of
the spatial dispersion of migration destinations from Wayisso at time of my survey. Most
movement remains within the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda and is directed toward
neighboring urban centers. Third, analyses show how often people move and how patterns of
movement changed across generations. Finally, the chapter provide some historical context to
the international migration occurring from the region.

Family trees
The concept of a ‘generation’ provides a fruitful lens to analyze collective (im)mobility
transitions and how they relate to broader social transformations. Generations both reflect and
drive social change; they are shaped by ever-changing political, economic, and cultural
circumstances and at the same time, act as a collective force of social change within that
environment (Mannheim 1952, 1970)23. Perhaps this is why religious narratives and cultures
across the globe rely upon the concept of ‘generations’ to structure their history. The term rests
on its intuitive, self-evident meaning, yet applying the concept in social scientific research can
be challenging. Some tried to pin down a single definition of ‘generation’ to unify social
scientific inquiry into the phenomenon (e.g. Kertzer 1983; Ryder 1965), but the concept is still
used in diverse ways.
In the context of this research, a ‘generation’ is defined in relation to two factors: kinship
descent and age group. Anthropological research shows how kinship determined the livelihood
opportunities and possibilities of individuals in cultures around the world; wealth, knowledge,
power, and status were accorded primarily through family lineage. This approach to
generations continues to structure the study of migration today: first-, second-, and third-

23

Karl Mannheim’s 1952 piece, “The Problem of Generations,” introduced the concept of ‘generation’ as a
distinct lens of sociological analysis. The concept had thus far been treated from the ends of the scientific
spectrum: as a biological phenomenon, a collective fact based on the natural rhythm of birth, life and death; and
as an anthropological subject, including the experiences of the life course and its transitions (childhood, youth,
aging, death), as well as the world of kinship relations that organized remote cultures. However, these
perspectives left a gap in explaining how generations as a social group shape and are shaped by social change
over time, one Mannheim came to fill, and he remains the reference point for generational analysis today.
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generation migrants are defined in relation to their familial descent from the first migrant
groups. However, in the context of Wayisso, because men often have multiple wives, it is not
uncommon for one man’s child with a third wife, for example, to be younger than his
grandchildren from his first wife. The vast age discrepancies between children within the same
category of kinship descent can mask important differences in their life experiences and social
milieu that are also determined by their age cohort. Certain age groups experience particular
historical events from a similar vantage point (Mannheim 1970). Those who are born in the
same period are “endowed, to that extent, with a common location in the historical dimensions
of the social process” (Mannheim 1970: 192). Because social change occurred relatively
rapidly in Wayisso over the last half-century, I wanted to capture this dimension of the concept
‘generation’ as well.
Drawing on notions of kin-ship descent and age-cohorts, I primarily speak about five
generations in Wayisso. The first generation is the generation of the ‘founding fathers’: the
men who first began to establishing homes in Wayisso that served as a central point around
which their pastoral movements would gravitate. They eventually established clusters of family
houses, or gandas, that would be named accordingly: ganda Bedane, ganda Dakabo Bulo, and
ganda Dakabo Uso. This generation is now deceased. The second generation refers to the ‘first
farmers’; they are the children of the founding fathers, a generation who grew up with seminomadic pastoral movements but transitioned into more settled agricultural lives. Because
these men often had multiple wives, and more of their children survived to adulthood, there
was a great growth in family sizes thereafter. The third and fourth generation are distinguished
by age more than kinship descent: those roughly between the ages of forty and sixty (at the
time of the survey in 2016) make up the third generation and those between the ages of twenty
and forty are the fourth. The third generation (roughly ages forty to sixty), largely stayed in
Wayisso as farmers. The younger, roughly ages twenty to forty, started to look elsewhere, and
many would leave Wayisso for futures in town or abroad. However, as the following will show,
patterns vary by ganda. The fifth and youngest generation refers to those currently under the
age of twenty.
Figure 11 presents the mobility histories of the three family clusters of Wayisso village.
The figure can be read from top to bottom, with cells at the top representing the oldest
individuals and declining in age towards the bottom. The three separate green lines at the top
stand for the three founding fathers of the first generation: Bedane Tufa (Lineage 1), Dakabo
Bulo (Lineage 2), and Dakabo Uso (Lineage 3). Beneath each, working downwards, you find
the sons of these patriarchs. For example, under lineage 1, Bedane has seven sons, marked by
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yellow cells with an “M” standing for male. Each cell is placed vertically according to their
age (left-most column)/date of birth (right-most column), and horizontally according to birth
order. Beneath each cell, the vertical black line often connects to a pink cell, marked with “F”
for female, and each vertical line represents a marriage. Because many families are polygamous
(though this trend is declining), one man may have several wives. The first son under Lineage
1, for example, has three wives. Beneath each wife, you find her children. All children remain
in one column, according to order of birth, unless they marry and start their own family in
Wayisso, in which case, they receive a new column. However, if an individual left and started
a family elsewhere, their wives and children were not surveyed. This chart thus represents a
snapshot of the current residences of individuals who were born in or moved to Wayisso
village.
In this first model, the color coding corresponds to each individual’s migration status at
the time of the survey in 2016 (or the time of their death). Yellow represents those who live in
Wayisso (non-migrants). Pink represents rural-rural movement; all those who moved into
Wayisso from another rural kebele or left Wayisso for another rural kebele. The blue cells refer
to rural-urban migration. The lightest blue refers to those who are living in nearby urban areas,
such as Adami Tulu or Ziway. The darker shade of blue represents those who are living in more
distant urban areas outside of the ATJK woreda. The darkest blue color represents those who
were currently living abroad (arguably also a rural-urban movement across national
boundaries). At the time of the survey, there was one individual from Lineage 1 living in
London, and seven individuals from Lineage 2 living in the Middle East. Only five are shown
from Lineage 2 in Model 2, because two migrants came from households that were related to,
but not directly descended from, Dakabo Bulo. These households moved into Wayisso at a
later date. Because they lived within the same ganda, they were included in the survey, but
they are not depicted in the family trees.
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Legend: Migration Status (Model 1)
Lives in the Wayisso
Rural-rural marriage migration
Lives in nearby urban area
Lives in distant urban area
Lives abroad
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Figure 11. Migration Status by Family Tree | Model 1
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Figure 12. Migration Status by Family Tree | Model 2
90

A few clear trends stand out from Model 1 (Figure 11). The generation after the founding
fathers, and their first children, largely settled and stayed in Wayisso (the yellow and pink
cells). However, a movement to urban areas clearly began with the fourth generation, those
who generally fall between the ages of twenty and forty, confirming qualitative assessments
about who and when people first began leaving Wayisso for urban areas. A number of women,
particularly within Lineage 1, have moved to urban areas; however, many women continue to
move to rural areas for marriage, represented by the pink cells. In fact, it is apparent that women
have always been mobile; almost all rural-rural migration across generations has been female
(most often for the sake of marriage). The large number of individuals in yellow at the bottom
represents a new generation of children growing up in Wayisso, some of whom, as early as age
seven or eight, begin to leave. It is likely that many of these children will also leave Wayisso
to pursue schooling or live with relatives elsewhere.
However, the clusters of blue – showing who left Wayisso for urban areas – varies by
ganda, or family group. Lineage 3, for example, sees most of its male descendants remaining
in the village and beginning their families there, even in fourth generation when men from the
other family groups left in larger numbers. Lineage 3 also has no one living abroad.
International migration is concentrated among women in Lineage 2. Lineage 1 sees a large outmigration to other urban areas, among both women and men, but only one woman abroad in
Europe. It is notable that no men from any of the three Lineages (at the time of my survey)
lives abroad.24
Model 2 (Figure 12) presents greater complexity into the mobility trajectories of those
surveyed by including return migration to the village, distinguishing rural-rural in-migration
and out-migration to/from the village, and highlighting international movement more clearly.
A few patterns are worth noting: like in Model 1, Lineage 1 sees a concentration of movement
to urban centers beyond Adami Tulu or Ziway. Here, we can see that Lineage 1 also has more
men who left Wayisso at some point in their lives and returned to settle in the village (the
darker orange cells). They experienced higher rates of mobility across the life course, even if
they eventually settled in Wayisso. Both Lineage 1 and 2 see more women moving to the city;
however, most women in Lineage 3 continue to move between rural areas.

24

In 2016, Ademtuu applied for a visa for her brother to join her in London. He was initially rejected. In 2018,
after a second application, he received a visa to go to the United Kingdom and became the first man from
Wayisso to migrate to Europe.
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Mapping Destinations
Where specifically do those who leave Wayisso go? Table 1 shows the percentages of
men and women living in various destinations. By far, most people move close to home: to the
neighboring “boom-town” Ziway, or to lesser extent, the market town Adami Tulu.
International migration remains relatively rare, as does migration to urban centers further away.
Only three people, for example, are in the capital city of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa. Seven percent
live in other urban areas outside the ATJK woreda. Rural-rural migration remains common,
most often women for marriage. About one-third of women born in Wayisso now live in
another rural kebele. Three of the men living in rural areas are government workers. Another
acquired land and now lives in a neighboring kebele.
Table 10. Where Do People Go? (%)
Women (born
in Wayisso)

Women
(total)

Men

Total

Wayisso

16.4

47.2

57.4

51.9

Adami Tulu

7.8

4.7

7.1

5.8

Ziway

28.9

18.4

25.1

21.5

Adama

0.0

0.0

2.2

1.0

Addis Ababa

0.0

0.0

1.6

0.8

Middle East

3.9

3.3

0.0

1.8

Europe

0.8

0.5

0.0

0.3

Other: urban area (Ethiopia)

9.4

5.7

5.5

5.6

Other: rural area (Ethiopia)

32.8

20.3

1.1

11.4

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

128

212

183

395

Place of Residence

N

Source: Household survey. Notes: Current residences of those surveyed aged 15 or older. Women (total)
includes those born in Wayisso as well as women who moved into Wayisso, most often for marriage. “Other
urban area” refers to towns or cities with 3 or less people residing there (Bulbulla, Shashemene, Hawassa,
Borana).

As the following maps illustrate (Figures 13-14), movement within Ethiopia is
concentrated within a particular area of Oromiya, and to some extent the Southern Nations,
Nationalities and Peoples’ Region. Migration follows the main roadways. Movement outside
of the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda is directed toward larger urban centers like Adama
(112 kilometers away), Shashemene (89 kilometers), Hawassa (113 kilometers), and Addis
Ababa (167 kilometers).
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Figure 13. Main Destinations Within the ATJK Woreda
Source: Google, DigitalGlobe

Figure 14. Main Destinations Outside the ATJK Woreda
Source: Google, DigitalGlobe
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By family lineage, there are important differences in volumes and trajectories of outmigration. This is particularly notable when destinations are disaggregated by gender, and
when focusing on the generation in their twenties and thirties, the first generation that really
began to leave Wayisso (see Table 11).
Table 11. Current Residence by Family Group for Ages 20-39
Place of Residence

Lineage 1

Lineage 2

Lineage 3

Wayisso

Men
19.4

Women
34.1

Men
44.4

Women
35.7

Men
75.0

Women
71.4

Adami Tulu

12.9

0.0

2.2

2.4

10.7

3.6

Ziway

32.3

39.0

40.0

21.4

14.3

0.0

Adama

12.9

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Addis Ababa

0.0

0.0

6.7

0.0

0.0

0.0

Middle East

0.0

0.0

0.0

11.9

0.0

0.0

Europe

0.0

2.4

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Other: urban area (Ethiopia)

19.4

14.6

6.7

4.8

0.0

3.6

Other: rural area (Ethiopia)

3.2

9.8

0.0

23.8

0.0

21.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total
N

31
41
45
42
28
28
Source: Household survey. Notes: Current residences of those surveyed between the ages of 20 and 39. “Other
urban area” refers to towns or cities with 3 or less people residing there (Bulbulla, Shashemene, Hawassa, Borana).

Lineage 3, the descendants of Dakabo Uso, show much higher levels of staying in
Wayisso. Men who leave the Wayisso only make it as far as Adami Tulu or Ziway, while
women predominantly continue to move to rural areas for marriage. Lineage 1, the descendants
of Bedane Tufa, and Lineage 2, the descendants of Dakabo Bulo, show higher levels of outmigration. Migration out of Wayisso is predominantly directed at neighboring urban centers,
but more men and women from Lineage 1 also live in other urban areas of Ethiopia. Lineage 1
sees the smallest share of men and women in their twenties and thirties remaining in Wayisso.
Lineage 2, however, has more men staying in Wayisso (44.4 percent), but higher percentages
in Ziway. Lineage 2 also shows much higher levels of international migration among women,
with almost twelve percent of women from this family group living in the Middle East. These
trends highlight that even within a single village, the volume, composition and destination of
out-migration varies significantly by family group.
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Mobility across the Life Course and across Generations
The mobility patterns described above present more of a snapshot than a process.
Migration processes are often more dynamic and shifting than is typically imagined (i.e.,
uproot, leave, settle, possibly return). On the contrary, people move throughout their lives, from
rural to urban, back to rural, out to urban again, or straddling residences in both areas. The
following tables (Tables 12-14) show that the nature and degree of mobility experienced by
different generations has changed over time. Looking in particular at changes in residence, the
oldest living generations, those above the age of forty, are more likely to have settled in only
one place (Wayisso), if male, or two places if female (due to marriage migration). Only seven
individuals out of the ninety-five in that age cohort had lived in three or more places (7.4
percent). (Of course, these older generations were very mobile in the past, but this was seminomadic movement with their herds rather than ‘migration’ as a move in residence.)
This reality changes dramatically when examining the following generation of young
adults in their twenties and thirties. Forty-five percent of this cohort (105 individuals) resided
in three or more places. Women are slightly less mobile, with thirty-five percent of women
having lived in three or more places compared to fifty-six percent of men.
The youngest cohort, children and youth below the age of twenty, are most likely to have
lived in one or two places, with only five percent living in three or more areas. Girls move
slightly more often, with seven percent having lived in three or more places. This may be due
to moving at a young age to help with the household needs of relatives, a common practice in
the region. However, for this young generation, it is likely that many more moves lie in their
futures — in the pursuit of education, work, or marriage.
Table 12. Number of Movements by Age Group
Places of Residences in a Lifetime (%)
Age

1

2

3

4

5

6

Total

N

0-19

73.9

20.8

4.7

0.3

0.3

0.0

100

322

20-39

15.8

39.3

21.4

13.2

6.8

3.4

100

234

40-59

29.5

61.5

5.1

2.6

0.0

1.3

100

78

60+

52.9

47.1

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

100

17

Total

47.2

33.0

10.6

5.2

2.6

1.4

100

651

Source: Household survey
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Table 13. Number of Movements by Age Group, Men
Places of Residences in a Lifetime (%)
Age

1

2

3

4

5

6

Total

N

0-19

75.8

21.0

3.2

0.0

0.0

0.0

100

157

20-39

22.9

21.1

22.0

19.3

11.0

3.7

100

109

40-59

62.5

25.0

3.1

6.3

0.0

3.1

100

32

60+

80.0

20.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

100

10

Total

55.8

21.4

9.7

7.5

3.9

1.6

100

308

Source: Household survey

Table 14. Number of Movements by Age Group, Women
Places of Residences in a Lifetime (%)
Age

1

2

3

4

5

6

Total

N

0-19

72.1

20.6

6.1

0.6

0.6

0.0

100

165

20-39

9.6

55.2

20.8

8.0

3.2

3.2

100

125

40-59

6.5

87.0

6.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

100

46

60+

14.3

85.7

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

100

7

Total

39.4

43.4

11.4

3.2

1.5

1.2

100

343

Source: Household survey

To better illustrate the changing nature of these movements by generation, and inspired
by King and Skeldon’s (2010) diagrams of step-wise migration, Figures 15 and 16 illustrate
the mobility pathways of three generations within Lineage 1. Figure 15 shows the mobility
pathways of Bedane’s children. In this generation, Haji Tefo migrated internationally. He went
to Saudi Arabia for the Hajj and then stayed for over one year. His brother, Dessie, moved to
Addis Ababa in his youth to work first for a French family who hunted in the ATJK woreda
and then, through their connections, for Haile Selassie’s imperial guard. Abiyo, the fourth son,
was conscripted by the military during the period of the Derg to fight Eritrea. All returned to
Wayisso after this major movements. Bedane’s children were unique in Wayisso for their early
movements – going on the Hajj was exceptional; and migrating to Addis Ababa was unheard
of at that time. Nevertheless, it confirms that long-distance movements did occur among earlier
generations. It is also notable is that in their youth, none of Bedane’s children seriously
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considered migrating to Adami Tulu or Ziway; at the time, those urban areas were not desirable
destinations.
Figure 16 shows the children of Haji Tefo. With three wives, Haji Tefo’s children range
in age from his eldest son, who is well over sixty, to his youngest, only age fourteen. There is
a dramatic change in the place of migration in the life course trajectory between the third and
fourth generations, even within a single household — the descendants of Haji Tefo. Migration
becomes more multiple and complex over time, with the emergence of “step-wise” migration
from smaller urban areas to larger ones — from Adami Tulu to Ziway to possibly elsewhere.
While the daughters of Haji Tefo’s first two wives only moved once to another rural area when
they were married, the last two daughters of Tayeba, his third wife, moved to urban areas like
their brothers.

Figure 15. Mobility Pathways of the Second Generation
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Figure 16. Mobility Pathways of the Third and Fourth Generations

International Migration
At the time of my survey, excluding Haji Tefo’s migration for the Hajj, ten people from
Wayisso had international migration experience – seven were in the Middle East, two had
returned from the Middle East, and one was in Europe. All of these international migrants were
women. These ten women, relative to the total Wayisso population surveyed, is small.
Nevertheless, if you consider that there are forty-three other kebeles in the Adami Tulu Jido
Kombolcha woreda, where similar dynamics appear to be occurring, the number of women
leaving this region suddenly seems much larger.
Labor migration to the Middle East for the purpose of domestic work is a relatively new
migration trajectory from this area, beginning sometime in the late 1990s or early 2000s from
the ATJK woreda. The first women to leave came from Adami Tulu. They were the children
of Wolayta and Hadiya migrants, who came to work at “Gerbi,” a state-run farm. When a
handful of young women learned about the possibility of migrating abroad, they left together
for Beirut. Through this migration, they earned incomes previously inaccessible to un- or
under-educated women in Ethiopia. Their remittances helped ameliorate the poverty of their
families, and a few were even able to open their own corner shops on the streets of Adami Tulu
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– a visible sign of what they had achieved through their migration. In the years that followed,
more women began to leave, local brokers became more established, and a migration system
consolidated.
This labor migration to the Middle East has roots in a history of religious connection.
Islam is the predominant religion in the region, and movement for pilgrimage was the first
reason to go abroad. The first people to leave Ethiopia from the Habernoosa gosi were Haji
Gemeda of the Mujemena and Hajiti Hawi Irbemo, who went on the Hajj in 1967. After them,
Haji Gelato Leta of the Hadumana and Hajiti Shunqaa Daraarso left in 1971. This longstanding religious movement foreshadowed the labor migration that would eventually come to
dominate this migration corridor. One of the first woman to leave from a kebele neighboring
Wayisso, for example, did so after her brother, when he was on the Hajj, arranged for her to
come work for a family he met in Mecca.
Outside of this migration corridor to the Middle East, there is one migrant from Wayisso
in Europe, Ademtuu. One of the first girls to go to school from Wayisso, Ademtuu received a
scholarship to pursue her master’s degree in the Netherlands. She now lives and works in
London. The remittances she sends home support numerous siblings’ and cousins’ education
and business pursuits. She also bought land and built a home for her parents in Adami Tulu.
Unlike those who leave for the Middle East, Ademtuu has no intention of returning to Ethiopia.
The migration history of Wayisso does not reflect some important aspects of Ethiopia’s
migration history (see Chapter Two). The first major international movement of Ethiopians
occurred during the 1970s and 1980s, for example, when millions fled the communist regime
and sought asylum for themselves and their families in neighboring states – Somalia, Sudan,
Djibouti – or for the lucky few, further afield. A relatively large number of Ethiopians
associated with Haile Selassie’s regime (also the more elite) received asylum in the United
States. No one from Wayisso, however, left the country under the Derg. The Diversity Visa,
an annual lottery system for immigrant visas to the United States, is another pathway out of
Ethiopia. Many young men from Wayisso who live in Ziway have applied, but no one received
one.
Other areas of Ethiopia also see a large and irregular movement of young men and women
to Kenya, down to South Africa, or to Sudan, but no one from Wayisso left in this way.
Likewise, young men in other parts of Ethiopia migrate in large numbers for low-skilled work
in security, construction, or even as herdsmen in the Middle East, but again, no one from
Wayisso has done so. In fact, the international migration that has occurred is through relatively
formal channels. Although labor migration to the Middle East was officially banned by the
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Ethiopian government between 2013 and 2018, the migration of young women from this area
was most often facilitated through agencies or personal connections, with passports, visas and
a written contract. In Chapter Six, I examine this migration corridor in more detail, examining
the aspirations, motivations, and life-circumstances of the young women who left Wayisso for
the Middle East.
What is perhaps striking about Wayisso is the degree to which migration aspirations are
directed towards urban futures in Ethiopia, rather than abroad. This dissertation examines why
migration aspirations are now widespread in Wayisso, and why this gives rise to ‘involuntary
immobility,’ that is, having the aspiration, but not the ability, to leave (Carling 2002). But,
importantly, this is relative to internal migration. Relative to international migration, on the
contrary, voluntary and acquiescent immobility are remarkably common. Most people desire
an urban future in Ethiopia, and thus do not meaningfully orient their aspirations or behavior
around living in countries elsewhere.25 While international migration to the Middle East is one
notable exception, the aspiration to go abroad emerges as a strategy to finance an urban future
in Ethiopia. Perhaps another explanation for low-levels of international migration, then, is that
aspirations are not (yet) directed towards futures outside of Ethiopia.

Conclusion
This chapter sketched the mobility history of Wayisso village, highlighting variations in
migration and immobility outcomes across families, gender, and generation. The two
generations after the Wayisso’s ‘founding fathers’ largely settled and stayed in Wayisso.
However, a movement to urban areas clearly began with the fourth generation, those who
generally fall between the ages of twenty and forty. Some people in previous generations, as
Chapter Six will show, also moved out of Wayisso: for marriage, for conscription or new forms
of work under the communist government, for example. Still, the majority of men over the age
of forty have only ever lived in Wayisso, and the majority of older women in two places,
reflecting marriage migration. Among younger generations, however, patterns of mobility are
distinct: more people are living in more places, often following a step-wise pattern of
movement from Wayisso to Adami Tulu to Ziway, and perhaps beyond.
By far, most people who leave Wayisso do not move far: they go to the neighboring
boom-town Ziway, or the smaller market town Adami Tulu. However, certain trajectories are
25

Voluntary immobility refers to immobility when one desires to stay, as opposed to ‘involuntary immobility’
(see Carling 2002). ‘Acquiescent immobility’ describes those who have neither the aspiration nor ability to
migrate (Schewel 2019). It is a form of ‘voluntary immobility’ without the choice to migrate.
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more common in some families than others. The descendants of Bedane Tuffaa, for example,
show the highest levels of out-migration, to neighboring towns, Adami Tulu and Ziway, and
to urban centers further afield in Ethiopia. The descendants of Dakabo Uso show less but
similar levels of mobility. However, within this family cluster, a new international migration
trajectory is increasingly common: the migration of women to the Middle East as domestic
workers. The descendants of Dakabo Bulo, compared to the other family lineages, show much
higher levels of immobility, relative to both internal or international migration – excluding
women who continue to move between rural areas for marriage. It is notable that no men from
any of the three families, at the time of the survey, lived abroad.
The following chapters each examine one dimension of explanations for these
(im)mobility outcomes. In the next chapter, I show what demographic and geographic
explanations related to land, climate, and population do and do not explain about changing
migration behavior in Wayisso.
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Chapter 5. Land
When I asked why people are leaving rural areas in Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda,
development workers, government officials, students, and farmers in the district often
responded in the same way: ‘climate change,’ ‘land scarcity’ and ‘population pressure’ — three
interrelated, bread-and-butter explanations that make the very question of why people move
seem obvious. Accordingly, these are the first explanations I wish to address.26
In Ethiopia, as well as Sub-Saharan Africa more broadly, environmental change and
drought, a demographic ‘youth bulge,’ and diminished access to farming land are common
explanations for why young people are leaving rural areas (see, for example, Bezu and Holden
2014; Kosec et al 2017; Barrios et al 2006; Henderson et al 2014). These explanations for ruralurban or international migration share one important commonality: they frame migration as a
process driven primarily by ‘push factors.’
Push factor narratives for migration can obfuscate actual migration dynamics for several
reasons. First, they tend to portray migration as ‘forced,’ neglecting the ways in which
migration can be an aspiration or empowering act. Simply recognizing that ‘pull’ factors also
accompany push factors, however, as a ‘push-pull framework’ for migration suggests to do,
does not solve the underlying problem. Push-pull frameworks tend to flatten migration
dynamics, leaving little room for individual agency, or differentiation by gender, wealth or
culture. This relates to a second limitation: push factor narratives fail to explain why, under
similar conditions, some people migrate and others do not. Third, push factor narratives fail to
capture the ways in which individuals and communities can adapt to environmental change and
resource constraints, through, for example, agricultural innovation (de Haas 2003). And finally,
they neglect the ways in which political, economic, or cultural dynamics mediate the impacts
of environmental or demographic shifts (Blaikie 1995).
This critique of push factor narratives does not imply that demographic and
environmental factors do not influence migration processes. The point is rather that that they
are best analyzed as one dimension among others shaping (im)mobility processes. Edward Carr
(2005), in his study of differential migration responses to environmental change in three
Ghanaian villages, for example, shows why it is important to consider other factors like social

26

I put these migration explanations under the chapter title of ‘land’ because they address questions around
access to land (land scarcity stemming from population pressure) and what that land produces (drought and
climate change). Other dimensions of ‘land’ (such as the nationalization of land, taxation of land, or how
community relationships to the land have shifted) are addressed more thoroughly in the following chapter on the
state.
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status and local power-dynamics. Yet, he argues, “to discount the role of the environment in
favor of economic or political concerns” also misrepresents the processes shaping the decision
to migrate or to stay (Carr 2005: 926). In this chapter, I explore the extent to which changes in
climate, population, and land-holding explain migration transitions to and from Wayisso. My
intention here is to go beyond the limitations of ‘push’ factor narratives, while still giving due
attention to issues related to climate and land-holding on (im)mobility outcomes.

Climate
Wayisso village lies within the Eastern Rift valley, or East African Rift, which runs from
the Dankali depression in Afar, down through Lakes Koka, Ziway, Langano, Abjata, and Shala,
southward past Lake Turkana in Kenya onto the great equatorial lakes. Framed by distant
highlands to the East and West, Wayisso soils are flat and sandy. In contrast to the surrounding
highlands, where richer soils and more predictable biannual rainfalls supported early
agriculture and thus settlement among groups like the Silt’ee, the neighboring lowlands —
forested with acacia trees, savanna vegetation, and in close proximity to large lakes — suited
movement.
Agriculture is riskier in the central lowlands than in the highlands, not only because of
erratic rainfall, but because remaining sedentary means greater exposure to malaria. The seminomadic movements of generations of Oromo pastoralists in the central lowlands gravitated
towards the lakes in the dry season and away from them in the wet season, when the risks of
malaria were greatest.
Haji Tefo, born around 1914 — he claims it was when Emperor Iyasu reigned —
describes moving with the cattle between what is now Wayisso, Hora Qalo and Rapee. “Most
of the time, we spent time in Rapee around the border with the Silt’ee, but sometimes, for two
months or so, we would spend time in Hora Qalo. If there was no grass, we were going to go
there. If there was grass, we could stay here.” How long they stayed in each place “depended
on the weather.”
As Haji Tefo grew into adulthood, he and his brothers experimented with another
livelihood strategy: cultivation, seasonally and at the level of subsistence. It was only once the
Derg government seized power in 1974, that a transition into settled, agrarian lifestyles
accelerated. As the next chapter shows, this process of sedentarization was largely driven by
political and economic forces, rather than concerns related to climate. However, the second
migration transition – out of Wayisso and to the city – is often and overwhelmingly explained
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in terms of land and climate-related push factors. Because I arrived in the midst of one of the
worst droughts in recent memory, climate change was understandably at the forefront of many
people’s minds. In the area, the notion that climate change is driving people out of agriculture
has become ‘common sense.’
However, arriving in a year of drought also revealed the scarcity of resources rural
households have at their disposal to support a rural to urban migration project during those
years. For families in Wayisso with limited land-holding, their small harvests are mostly used
to feed their families. Little is left to sell on the market and generate the income that is supposed
to provide for the remainder of the year. Some children drop out of school in town, temporarily
or sometimes permanently. Young men may postpone marriage ambitions, because they cannot
afford the dowry. Some young women may get married to a man who can, because the
substantial income helps alleviate the poverty of their family. After a year of drought, it
becomes more difficult to leave Wayisso. People do not have the resources to migrate to town.27

Figure 17. Wayisso Community Pond | February 2016

27

Families also have less to invest in the productivity of their plots for the following year. After the 2015-2016
drought, forty percent of households used fertilizer and only four percent used pesticides.
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In the narratives people told, the weather began to change in the last few years. The 20152016 drought was the worst they could remember. As one middle-aged farmer expressed, “It’s
the first time I’ve seen such kinds of changes like the ones in the past two years. In the past,
there was some change in the weather, but we could still harvest our crops. But now, it is very
difficult. We can’t even plough our land.” The explanations people gave for the drought varied.
Some blamed local deforestation practices. “It began from individuals cutting trees to make
charcoal,” one man expressed. “When individuals cut trees to make money, then climate
change comes. And it definitely started last year, not earlier.” Others blamed the sweeping
deforestation of hundreds of acres neighboring Wayisso, when Verde Beef, a newly installed
foreign company, moved in. With grand ambitions to grow the size of the company and their
profits at exponential rates, Verde Beef moved quickly to transform the land. The first step —
though it had not been authorized by the government — was to cut down the trees that forested
this land to farm maize to fatten their cattle. After this devastation to the landscape, a drought
followed, and in many people’s minds, it was clearly due to the foreigners, commonly called
farenji’s. As one woman expressed in a community gathering, “We are very worried. [Verde
Beef] has cut down all the trees. Everyone knows. There was rain before. Then he came and
this year we don’t have any rain.”
Rainfall data collected from the Meteorologist Office in Addis Ababa shows that the
drought of 2015 was indeed one of the worst in decades, matched by a drought in 1964 during
the time of Haile Selassie (Figure 18). Unfortunately, data for the 1970s, and a period of
drought in 1984 was not recorded.28 However, the rainfall data also shows that years of lowrainfall are a recurring phenomenon in this region, even if not everyone remembered it in the
histories they told. For example, a Master’s dissertation from Addis Ababa University reported
the occurrence of severe drought in the Adami Tulu woreda in 2002, an occurrence that the
author credited with “fan[ning] an already high fervor” to invest in formal education over
agricultural livelihoods (Hailu 2007). Indeed, when asked, other informants remembered a
drought that year, what would have been 1994 in the Ethiopian calendar.

28

This chart shows rainfall data in mm/year for the Adami Tulu meteorologist office — the closest station to
Wayisso. For some missing months, rainfall data from Ziway was substituted as a proxy for Adami Tulu. Even
still, some years are missing, particularly a large gap in the 1970s, when rainfall data was not collected.
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Figure 18. Total Rainfall in Millimeters per Year for Adami Tulu, 1958-2015
Source: Meteorologist Office in Adami Tulu and Meteorologist Center in Addis Ababa

The rainfall data suggests that, if anything, there may have been more rain-fall in recent
decades compared to previous ones (Figure 18). In fact, it was over these same years of higher
average rainfall, in the late 2000s and early 2010s, that more people began leaving Wayisso.
The relatively lower levels of rainfall in the 1980s and early 1990s did not stimulate ruralurban migration; during these years, as the next chapter will show, most families invested in
agricultural livelihoods.
In the minds of many farmers, government efforts to increase the productivity of farmers
and thereby reduce vulnerability to periods of drought – through subsidized fertilizers,
pesticides, and stronger seeds (irrigation is not yet practiced in the area) – have only
exacerbated the problem. The declining fertility of the land, they explained, compounds the
problem of rain scarcity. As one village elder expressed: “The land has been plowed for many
years, so it is impossible to get the same harvest we had in earlier times. The land is finishing
its fertility. Maybe the government tries to tell people otherwise, to motivate people — in the
media the government talks blah blah blah about production — but nothing changes. It is
science that the land becomes less fertile when you plow yearly.” Farmers blame the
government’s overzealous attempts to increase productivity for the land’s declining fertility,
claiming it has undercut productivity in the long-run.29
29

Another man, working at the Agricultural Research Institute in Adami Tulu, explained that many farmers
blamed the use of chemical fertilizers on exacerbating the effects of climate change. He summarized their
complaints: “Ever since I have been working with rural people on problem identification and prioritization for
research or development, they tell me that ‘maybe 20 years or 15 years or 30 years ago, we had maybe 500 or
more cattle that we reared and we were harvesting more. Even though we didn’t use any chemical fertilizer or
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My research neither determines the actual degree of climate change in the region nor
rigorously evaluates local claims of what ‘caused’ the recent drought. Rather, the point is to
suggest that common explanations for out-migration from rural areas like Wayisso are often
too simple. In this case, the timing of major migration shifts – for example, the fact that more
people began leaving Wayisso during years of on average higher rainfall – suggests a more
complicated story. Further, many families lack the discretionary income to support education
or a move to town during years of drought. In the short term, then, droughts do not cause
migration; droughts constrain migration.
Still, local perceptions about climate change and the declining fertility of the land are
sociologically valid as indicators of how farmers understand and narrate their local conditions
and prospects. Farmers clearly question whether agricultural livelihoods are sustainable and
desirable. Instead of directly forcing people off of their land per se, narratives about climate
change bolster an already-shifting social imaginary away from rural agriculture towards urban
futures (see Chapter Nine).

Population Growth and Land-Scarcity
Alongside climate change, ‘population pressure’ and land-scarcity are the other common
explanations for rural-urban migration. I treat these together, under the heading of ‘landscarcity,’ because the main impact of population growth on migration determinants is primarily
through its effects on land-holding for younger generations. As one village elder bluntly put it:
“whether they are educated or uneducated, if they are in the rural area, they don’t do anything
if they don’t have land. That’s why they migrate.”
The ability to rear cattle or farm clearly depends on access to land. Grazing lands
diminished with the rise of farming, and farming lands diminished as rural populations
continued to grow. What is interesting about Wayisso, however, is that there is no clear
correlation between household land-holding and migration outcomes. Households respond to
relative land-scarcity in different ways; some move and others stay.
Access to land within families varies greatly in Wayisso, from one plot (0.25 hectares)
among a few young households to twenty plots (5 hectares) among a few older families; the

any input, we were harvesting more. And we were getting more money both from animals and from crops. We
were living a better life! […] Because you forced us to use chemical fertilizers and inorganic things, and even
though production doubled or increased a bit, we still prefer the situation before there was absolute change,
climate change.’ This is what is in the mind of the producers.”
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average is 1.5 to 2 hectares, or six or eight plots. This is relatively large compared to other areas
of Ethiopia, though it should be noted that they can only farm their land once per year, versus
twice a year in the surrounding rain-dense highlands of the SNNPR. Bezu and Holden (2014),
in their survey of five districts in Oromia and the SNNPR, found a mean farm size of 0.86
hectares, with half of all households having only half a hectare (two plots) or less, compared
to a national average of 1.22 hectares. Farm sizes were greater in the districts surveyed in
Oromia than the SNNPR, and they note particularly low levels of land access in the Wolayta
region, where 95 percent of households cultivated less than one plot of land. This is also the
area with some of the highest rates of out-migration. In fact, it is primarily the Wolayta who
come to Wayisso for seasonal farm work.
Bezu and Holden (2014) conclude that land-scarcity in these areas is “forcing the youth
away from an agricultural livelihood.” Only nine percent of rural youth surveyed aspired to a
future in farming. Facing land scarcity, Bezu and Holden (2014) argue, youth have limited
options: diversify their incomes through non-farm activities or migrate. The authors note other
forces at work — the lack of alternative livelihoods in rural areas, the emergence of new forms
of employment (in construction, or the service sector in urban areas, for example), expansion
in infrastructure and formal education, all of which contribute to a greater desire and ability to
migrate — yet they conclude land is the most important driver. (In fact, education levels prove
to be one of the strongest and most significant determinants of migration outcomes in their
analyses, but they do not give it substantial explanatory attention.)
In Wayisso, younger generations clearly have less access to land than previous
generations. As one farmer explains, when people first switched to farming, “people might
farm one plot, half a plot, two plots… It was really fifteen years ago that they started to farm
all their land. Before, they divided up the land, but they still kept some as pasture.” He then
gave the example of a man who has 20-25 plots: “If he divides this among five children, the
children have much less. They don’t have enough land to husband their cattle, and so they farm.
But they have less, so they farm all their land.” Eventually, grazing land disappears at the same
time that the amount of farming land diminishes. The following Figures 19-20 illustrate how
families in ganda Bedane, between 2008 and 2016, converted land surrounding their
households into farmland, thereby maximizing all available land for agriculture.
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Figure 19. Aerial View of Wayisso Households in 2008
Source: Satellite image from Google, Digital Globe

Figure 20. Aerial View of Wayisso Households in 2016
Source: Satellite image from Google, Digital Globe
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A series of family tree diagrams, detailing the number of hectares available to household
heads to farm as of 2016, reveals the reality of land scarcity for younger generations. The
diagrams illustrate how land is distributed within a family by generation. They only plot men;
although a handful of women have their own land in Wayisso, this remains rare. Traditionally
men inherit land after marriage.30 There are three categories. The first, colored in green, refers
to those who live in Wayisso; the number marks how much land they have in hectares (one
hectare is four plots). The second category, in yellow and marked with an ‘X’, refers to those
sons who live in Wayisso, but have not yet married and begun their own household. The third
category, in blue, shows which sons have left Wayisso and are living elsewhere, most often in
Adami Tulu or Ziway.
I show four diagrams from the three family lineages. Beginning with the simplest
diagram, Figure 21 shows the land-inheritance among the sons of Dessie, from Lineage 1, who
had only one wife. Dessie, now deceased, has no land, but according to his sons, he had as
much as 16 hectares to farm at one point. He gave his land most generously to his first-born
son: 6.25 hectares. Yet even this large allotment is quickly divided among the next generation;
so far this son has nine male children born to two wives. None have married and inherited land
yet, but even if there were no more males born and each son was to receive an equal share, they
would have less than three plots, or 0.75 hectares. This dilemma is further exacerbated among
the latter sons of Dessie, who have just one hectare of land. Were the third son, with one hectare
and four male children, to divide up his land, that would leave only one plot per family.

30

Today, because marriage is being delayed by education, lack of cattle or capital for the gabara (dowry), and
changing social norms, some young men begin working their own plots of land before they are married.
Unfortunately, this less formal land allocation was not captured by my survey.
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Figure 21. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 1
What is notable about Dessie’s family tree is that, despite significant land constraints,
none of Dessie’s sons have left Wayisso. As detailed in Chapter Four, Dessie was one of the
rare individuals among the older generation to move long distances in his youth. After guiding
international hunters in the region during the time of Haile Selassie, he moved to Addis Ababa
for several years, first to stay with a French family and then as a member of Haile Selassie’s
Imperial guard. Only after two visits from his father, Bedane, who rode from Wayisso to Addis
Ababa on a mule, begging Dessie return to marry, did he return to Wayisso. Thereafter, Dessie
continued to guide visiting hunters and became a ‘model farmer’ under the Derg. It is perhaps
unusual that none of Dessie’s sons have shown the same degree of mobility in their own lives.
Four of Dessie’s sons lived in Adami Tulu or Ziway at one point in their youth, most when
pursuing education or work for some years there, but all returned and now live in Wayisso as
farmers.
Dessie’s brother, Haji Tefo, was also the only man to travel outside of Ethiopia. He left
for the Hajj and stayed more than one year in Saudi Arabia. Unlike Dessie’s children, many of
Haji Tefo’s sons left Wayisso (Figure 22). Haji Tefo had three wives, and at one point, more
than twenty hectares. Among the male children of his first wife, Haji Tefo gave land equally:
three hectares to four sons, all of whom stayed in Wayisso. Migration is a much more common
strategy among the male-born children of his second and third wife. Thus, within the same
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family group, there can be very different migration trends. None of Dessie’s six sons or his
grandsons have left Wayisso. Of Haji Tefo’s fifteen sons, over half (eight) have left.

Figure 22. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 1
Nageso is of the Abayii, or Lineage 2. Nageso has nine sons from his first wife, six of
whom stayed in Wayisso to farm. Land allocation was uneven, with two sons receiving five
hectares and the others just 1.5 or two hectares (see Figure 23). Most of Nageso’s grandsons
have migrated out of Wayisso. Two sons of Nageso’s first born, who has five hectares, stayed
in Wayisso; all seven of Nageso’s second-born son, who has two hectares, left. Three of
Nageso’s third-born son stayed, two of whom married and received just two plots, or half a
hectare. Nageso is deceased, but his wife keeps three hectares for herself, which her children
tend for her.
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Figure 23. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 2
Caawaa, of the Alekira group or Lineage 3, sees rural-urban migration only among his
late-born sons (Figure 24). Among the five sons born to his first wife, only one has left. The
others, even those with limited land, stayed in Wayisso and have several sons of their own. The
first-born son, for example, with two hectares of land, has already given 5 plots, or 1.25
hectares, to his first-born son. With only two hectares left to himself, he has four more sons.
Were he to divide evenly among them, each would receive only two plots, or 0.5 hectares. The
first born of his second wife has the largest amount of land among all of Caawaa’s sons: 19
plots or 4.75 hectares. Yet, he already has 8 sons from his first wife, and 2 from his second —
likely to increase. With that much land, he could fund the migration of his children to town for
education or work, yet they have stayed in Wayisso. This signals an important and often
overlooked factor shaping migration trends, which I will expand upon in Chapter Seven.
Variations in the mobility of younger generations largely reflects whether their parents valued
and invested in formal education. Caawaa, by his own admission, did not.
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Figure 24. Land Holding by Household and Generation | Lineage 3
The above diagrams illustrate two important points. First, with large family sizes, the
amount of land male offspring can inherit becomes scarcer with each generation. Second, not
every individual or household responds to land scarcity in the same way. The first and last
examples showed households who, despite face significant constraints in land-holding, show
high rates of immobility, while the second and third examples showed much higher rates of
out-migration. While it may be tempting to suggest that those with access to little or no land
are “forced” to leave, this neglects the fact that some men won’t have enough capital to make
a move to the city and thus are “trapped” in rural areas; however, others who have greater
amounts of land are more able to support the lifestyle they wish: whether it be rural or urban.
What these family diagrams fail to show is whether those men who migrated still
maintain landholdings in the village. This was a significant oversight of the survey. By
measuring the land of households living in the village, and failing to systematically ask about
the land ownership of those who had left, I missed an opportunity to assess the ways in which
urban migrants maintain rural land-holding. To make up for this oversight, I asked about this
information in my interviews. Marki, for example, is a young man from Lineage 1 who lives
in Ziway, pursues his education there, and has two plots (0.5 hectares) in Wayisso. During the
farming season, he spends much of his time in Wayisso, working the land himself. He uses the
income generated from his plots to sustain his education. Caalaa, from Lineage 2, secured a
job with a non-profit in a more distant urban city. When he is away, his brothers oversee the
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tilling and maintenance of his land; they employ labor migrants from Wolayta on his behalf. A
share of the profits from the land is an alternative income stream to Caalaa’s salaried
employment. The following chapter gives a greater glimpse into the lives of some of these
young men as they balance rural and urban livelihood pursuits.
Once in town, some sell their land when their urban pursuits seem promising enough, or
the maintenance of the land becomes too great an expense and effort to be worth it. In this way,
rural households can expand their landholding. Others pass down their land to their children as
one way of diversifying their children’s’ income streams. But their aspirations for their children
are not first and foremost be farmers, even if they maintain a few plots of land on the side.
Beyond the implications of population growth on land-holding, another related issue is
the entrance of foreign companies into the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda (See Figure
25). Foreign companies had made sizable claims on the land, influencing the (im)mobility of
the surrounding peoples, in both direct and indirect ways. The most obvious way is through the
direct displacement of people from their land as foreign companies enter. There are cases of
this happening around Ziway and Adami Tulu, particularly as Sher Ethiopia has expanded (see
Chapter Six). In Wayisso, however, Verde Beef, the rapidly growing company that borders the
village, occupies what was previously a state-owned farm since the time of Haile Selassie. For
this reason, no villagers from Wayisso have been directly displaced by the expansion of Verde
Beef. However, even when the area was under the direct jurisdiction of the state, the land was
still relatively open and available for the illicit grazing of people’s cattle. In fact, as more land
was taken by villagers to farm, this state-owned area became the community’s default grazing
land. No one could take the land to farm, so it served as nearby pasture for their herds.
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Figure 25. Location of Foreign Companies in ATJK Woreda
Source: Satellite Image from 2018, Google, Digital Globe

During the Derg, as households in Wayisso settled into farming while maintaining large
herds, locals would bring their cattle to graze surreptitiously at night on the neighboring
government land. As the villagers remember it, the guards would mostly turn a blind eye. This
land continued to act as default grazing land through the 1990s and 2000s until Verde Beef was
given the land in 2014. With plans for rapid expansion and promises of massive profits for its
investors, Verde Beef acted quickly to secure its borders and assure that the corn fields farmed
for its cattle feed would not be shared with surrounding villagers’ herds. Verde Beef erected an
electric fence in the fall of 2016 and began employing locals as guards. Several older men from
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Wayisso, who are no longer able to support significant numbers of cattle, are now working as
guards for Verde Beef. They monitor the periphery of the property, attired in military uniforms.
Figures 19 and 20, earlier in this chapter, show a part of Verde Beef’s land in the bottom right
corners of the satellite images; sparsely forested grazing lands became Verde Beef’s corn fields.
This fencing-off of the land further reduced the viability of maintaining livestock in the
village — the main alternative source of income for farming households there. There are, of
course, political dimensions to this process (see the following except from my fieldnotes in
Box B) that extend beyond the focus on the demographic and environmental focus of this
chapter. These will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.
Box B. Verde Beef and the Community Road
Fieldnotes, edited, 8 April 2016
Kedir and I stumbled upon a gathering called by the regional government to hear the community’s
thoughts about the Verde Beef company taking the road that runs through the property the
government gave them. The road is a central pathway for not only Wayisso but many kebeles (e.g.
Suro, Andolla) that use it to take their cattle to the river. The road is a major and decades-, perhaps
centuries-worn transit way that to the West leads all the way to the Sudan, and to the East, all the way
to Somalia. The government workers informed the community that Verde Beef does not want to leave
the path open, because they would have to build a long fence on either side — an electric fence —
and this would cost them 2 billion.

Figure 26. A Meeting with Government Officials in Wayisso
This is what I managed to write down about the conversation that ensued between the community
and the government workers:
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Man: This path was here long before even Haile Selassie. We have had this land for years. Why is
the government now going to give it away? Everyone has seen what has happened. The government
gave them this land, and they destroyed all the trees, and then we had a drought.
Man: Yes, we benefit from the water they created for us. [Verde Beef built a well in Wayisso]. But
this is truly an imposition. Where will the cattle go? … He is destroying us. Why? Why not leave it?
He has another road. Why not leave this one for us? The government is supposed to protect us. The
government says they are building the way. But you are closing this one. Why? There were many
organizations before Verde Beef that were here and left the road to us. Why does this one need to
take it? We gave him fertile land, but he is not content. … Before we didn’t know. But now we know.
Please, I ask the government to keep it for us.
Woman: They gave us water. We are grateful for this. But there are problems. Many of our cattle
have died and the government has not said anything about it. They cut down all the trees and now
we do not have wood for fire. I go collect husks now for the fire. We are very worried. He has cut
down all the trees. Everyone knows. There was rain before. Then he came and this year we don’t
have any rain. We don’t need it, this company. It’s not helping us.
Man: We are told that if we cut down one tree, we have to pay a penalty of 500 birr. If he is an
investor, who cut ALL of the trees, how much did he pay? I see what the government does for me.
We are poor, and so we are nothing. They are rich, and they are respected. The government only
looks after this one. If I cut trees, you punish me.
Government representative: The government thinks for the investors. The dollar is increasing, he
pays in dollars, and we need this currency. Now we are not representatives of anything. What the
people say here, I accept… Maybe they sent this one, the farenji [me], to see what we are saying …
He submitted to our office a request for 8000 hectares to plough. Before he said it was 750. Now he
said 8000. He didn’t say he would cut the trees. When we gave the ground for plowing, we thought
he would keep the trees. He said he would plough. He didn’t say he would cut the trees.
Man: I think that when the investor came, he promised many things. To create jobs for us. To bring
water and electricity. To build a school. He said many things about how it will benefit the kebele. But
did he do it? Who is following that? This path has been here for so long, and it is used by so many
people. If you block the way, what do you think will happen? If we blocked the main highway from
Addis Ababa to Kenya, how would you feel? It is the same for us.
Man: Before, he promised to give work to the jobless. The managers, he calls for workers, but when
we go, they don’t need us. The supervision, all easy work and good work is taken by Amhara people.
We are just guards. The youth have no work. Ask him, all the workers there come from different
places.
Woman: I come from very far away. If this road closes, what am I to do? The sun is too strong, and
we walk on foot. We don’t have another way to go. We need a way we can go by foot.
Government representative: In the Oromo culture, we do not hate other people. We can learn from
the investors. In one and a half or two years, the cattle they raise are too fat and big, they are ready
for slaughter. Even in Ethiopia, their cows after just one year are ready to send to Europe. For a local
farmer it takes at least 4 years. How can we change our experience? How can we learn from him,
and how can he learn from us? You can learn good things for yourself.
The meeting closed with prayers, led by two of the Muslim elders from Wayisso. They quickly said
some prayers, and people mumbled Amen repetitively in reply. I did not follow everything, but it
ended with: “God has sent an agreement for us. If the investor does good things for us, he stays. If
not, remove him for us!” Everyone laughed and cheered. It seemed to me that the government
representatives were trying to show their support to the local people. One of them, who approached
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me afterwards, eager to know if I was there on behalf of Verde Beef, seemed relieved and less
interested when I told him I was a PhD student in sociology. He told me the investors bring new
technology. It takes the people here four years to fatten cows; it takes them only 2, he repeated. They
bring different breeds, strong breeds from Borana. They bring new technology. But, he continued,
the land is ancient. And there is a problem with the natural resources. This was, he said, a “social
mismatch.”

In-migration Dynamics
In addition to the occupation of the land, the presence of foreign companies with the
potential to employ thousands of workers also impacted the in-migration dynamics into the
area. Seasonal labor migrants from more southern areas arrived in the area as early as the 1980s
to work as field hands. Today, larger numbers of men and women are migrating to look for
work with foreign companies. Rather than temporary, seasonal laborers, living and working
with rural families, these migrant workers rent and settle in Adami Tulu and Ziway,
diversifying the local population and raising rents in town. It is harder for families in Wayisso
to hire farm workers, because the price of their labor has significantly increased (see Chapter
Six).
The common practice of hiring migrant farm labor in Wayisso raises an important
question: why, if people do not have enough land to farm, do so many households employ daily
or seasonal laborers from the South? There is clearly enough labor power among the young
men born in Wayisso to farm their land, yet forty-three households (59 percent) employed
seasonal or daily migrant workers from the southern regions to assist with some aspects of
farming, even after a year of drought and thus economic scarcity.
The migrant workers arriving in the woreda often come from the Wolayta and Hadiya
regions of the SNNPR, where population density is higher and the land-holding per household
is less. In a report on land on agrarian reform in Ethiopia from 1984, Rahmato already notes
the problem of land scarcity for the Wolayta, whose primary livelihoods were agricultural.
Balquo, a worker from the Wolayta region working in Wayisso, explained, “The great problem
for the Wolayta is land. We can’t find land to plough. […] They have so many plots here! If
there were so many plots in Wolayta, we would be rich.” Though the land size might be greater
per household in Wayisso, they are only able to harvest crops once a year, as opposed to twice
for the Wolayta, and the yield is generally less. Nevertheless, land scarcity is surely one factor
shaping high rates of migration out of Balquo’s region. People compared land issues in Wayisso
to that of the Wolayta a generation ago. One farmer in Wayisso expressed his worry: “What is
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happening is like what happened to the Wolayta. Our land is minimizing. Scarcity. Lack of
land. It’s happening.”
Yet, it is interesting that land-scarcity in the Wolayta and Hadiya regions seems to
generate very different forms of migration than it has for people from Wayisso. In the Adami
Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda, the Wolayta are often employed as daily or seasonal farm
laborers, or as workers on the Sher flower farms. In contrast, no one from Wayisso had left to
seek agricultural work elsewhere, nor do women look favorably on work at Sher Ethiopia. In
fact, only one man from Wayisso works at Sher as a guard. When I asked why, many villagers
explained that the Oromo “hate farming”; it is not a deep-seating tradition like it is for the
Wolayta or Hadiya. It’s hard work, something they came into (relatively) recently, and
something they are not too upset to give up.

Figure 27. A Father and Son | Seasonal Farm Workers from SNNPR in Wayisso, 2016

Conclusion
Climate change and land-scarcity are often evoked to explain rural-urban migration from
rural settings like Wayisso, in research, policy discourse, and by local farmers themselves. The
main conceptual limitation of these explanations is that they frame migration as a process
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driven primarily by ‘push factors,’ overemphasizing the notion that young people are ‘forced’
out of agricultural livelihoods by environmental and demographic pressures. Such explanations
fail to clarify why some people under similar constraints leave while others stay, and the ways
in which other political, economic, or cultural realities mediate these perceived ‘pressures.’
This chapter examined what shifts in climate and land-holding do and do not explain
about migration transitions to and from Wayisso. Regarding the climate, historical rainfall data
shows that periods of low rainfall have been a regular part of the region’s history. It does not
seem to confirm a general decline in average rainfalls. On the contrary, rainfall levels appear
to be relatively high in recent decades, and growing out-migration from Wayisso began in the
late 1990s and 2000s during years of relatively high average rain fall. Thus, ‘climate change’
in the form of rainfall shortages does not explain why rural-urban migration began from
Wayisso.
Although periods of low rainfall are not new to Wayisso, what is new is the primary
reliance on agriculture (and a related decline in grazing lands), which makes populations more
vulnerable to climatic variables. Under such circumstances, drought can be particularly
consequential for the livelihoods of rural families. But rather than driving migration, drought
constrains it. Droughts deprive many households of the resources needed to support a migration
project. Nevertheless, periods of drought can bolster the perception that agricultural livelihoods
are not sustainable or desirable, strengthening aspirations to leave.
The family diagrams that map land-holding by generation show that land-scarcity is
indeed a challenge for younger generations in Wayisso. However, they also show that landholding alone does not predict who leaves Wayisso and who stays. As the population grows in
Wayisso, land-holding decreases with each generation, meaning that livelihoods based on
agriculture alone, for this generation or the next, is not sustainable in its current form. For it to
become so, further agricultural intensification and innovation is needed, yet there are no signs
of this occurring. As the following chapter shows, many families choose to invest their
discretionary income in other livelihood futures – through education, migration, and other
business pursuits – instead of agriculture.
In sum, semi-nomadic pastoral lifestyles suited Ethiopia’s semi-arid lowlands
(Trimingham 1951), but to understand why people settled and then began leaving Wayisso, it
is necessary to look beyond climate or population related ‘push factors.’ The following chapters
evaluate other political, economic and cultural transformations associated with Ethiopia’s
‘modernization,’ beginning with the State.
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Chapter 6. The State
The ‘State’ in Ethiopia assumed different shapes over the last century: the imperial
regime under Haile Selassie until 1974, which prioritized urban development; the communist
Derg regime (1974-1991), which focused on rural development; and a developmental state
(1994-present), led by the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF),
which hastened nascent processes of industrialization and marketization. Although animated
by different priorities and ideologies, each regime shared an ambitious pursuit of
‘modernization’ that would influence the movement and settlement of people in Wayisso. This
chapter shows that the development policies of the communist state hastened a process of
settlement, whereas those of the EPRDF accelerated a rural-urban transition.
The first half of this chapter explores the ‘sedentarization’ process in Wayisso. It begins
with a review of the Oromo history and the traditional political system, highlighting the social
structures and patterns of semi-nomadic mobility that characterized lives and livelihoods for
centuries. Then, in the mid-20th century, as Wayisso gradually integrated into the Ethiopian
Empire, some began to experiment with agriculture to supplement pastoral livelihoods. A
communist revolution in the 1970s then accelerated a transition into primarily agricultural
livelihoods. Through land reform and the creation of Peasant Associations, the Derg regime
brought the state closer than ever to everyday life in Wayisso. It effectively allocated land to
the people and people to the land (Hoben 1976). In addition, it brought access to new goods,
ideas, and notions of nation-hood. ‘Modernity’ thus required a changing relationship to land,
to livelihood, to tribe, and to the state — one that could be characterized as “settling down.”
Before pastoralists became migrants, they became peasants.
Rural-urban and international migration from Wayisso began under the federal
government, from the 1990s onwards. By this point, the nation-state was now an established
part of the political-economic reality of Wayisso. Although the new government recognized
the gada system, it would only play a peripheral role in social organization. The new
government, a federal democratic government acting as a developmental state, embraced more
market-oriented approaches to development that urbanized economic opportunity and
introduced the possibility of significant socioeconomic change that would lead many to go
search for it — in nearby towns, cities or further afield. This chapter details how young men
balance rural and urban income-generating opportunities as they transfer their ‘center of
gravity’ from the village to town.
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Before: The Gada System
The Oromo people have never been tied to a particular place or livelihood. Unlike the
deep-rooted agricultural heritage of the Amhara, or the pastoral passion of the Nuer peoples,
the Oromo are better known for their unique ability to adapt — to new ecological settings,
peoples, and livelihood possibilities. As Daniel Levine notes, the Oromo have a long history
of movement and as a result,
were readily able to give up what was only a moderately specialized adaption to their
homeland, remain vigorously themselves, and proceed to take on a variety of new
specialized adaptations. Consequently, they became the only ethnic group to have
substantial numbers pursuing each of the four main types of livelihood practiced in
Greater Ethiopia—pastoral nomadism, hoe cultivation of tubers, plow cultivation of
grains, and trade (1974: 178).
The Oromo’s social system evolved to function under conditions of continual migration,
conquest and interaction with other groups31 (Hassen 1990; Abas 1982; Abdiyo 1999).
The Oromo who live in Wayisso area predominantly identify as Arsi Oromo. In the
16th century, Arsi arose as a separate distinct identity within the broader Uma Orma, or Oromo
peoples (Abdiyo 1999). According to tradition, some eighteen generations ago, a man named
Arsi had two sons, Sikko and Mandoo, from whom the Arsi lineage was born. While Mandoo
had seven sons and remained in their homeland of Madhagdu (Baredu) Krukuru in present-day
Bale, Sikko, together with his five sons, migrated to what came to be known as Arsiland, a
region roughly synonymous with the present day Arsi district in the Oromiya state (Abdiyo
1999). Oromo conquests continued within and from Arsiland throughout the centuries to come,
eventually encompassing the area that is the focus of the present study.
In Wayisso – although it did not yet exist as ‘Wayisso’ at that point in time – the gada
system (sirna gadaa) was the prevailing political system through the late 19th and early 20th
century. The gada system functioned by organizing the male members of society into a series
of luba, or generation-classes, that succeed each other every eight years. According to Hassan
(1990)32, the full cycle of the gada-system included ten grades, spanning eighty years, after
which an individual ‘retired’ (gadamojjii). The first forty years, comprised of five grades, were
periods of preparation and educational rites-of-passage that trained young men in the political,
economic, military, and ritual affairs of the community. Each grade served a particular social
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Through, for example, the republican political institution of the gada system and a process of moggaasa, or
adoption, of conquered peoples.
32
Hassen (1990) details a history of the Oromo from 1570-1860, with a particular focus on the Oromo in the
Gibe region. He draws on Asarom Legass’ work, Gada: Three Approaches, to explain the general functioning
the Gada system during this period.
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purpose, from boys overseeing herds as shepherds in one stage to warriors proving their
military prowess through butta (or ritual war) in another. After these five gada grades, a luba
graduated with a dannisa (fatherhood) ceremony, signaling their entrance into maturity and
capability to assume the leadership of the nation. In the Gada stage, the luba elected an Abba
Gada, or Gada Father, who would serve as the central authority and political head for the entire
society. Potential candidates launched election campaigns, to convince others of their strengths
in the three qualities considered most important for leadership: oratorical talent, knowledge of
the history and traditions of society, and past military achievements (Hassan 1990: 14).
Alongside the Abba Gada, there was also an Abba Dula (father of war) and Abba Sera (father
of the law). After their eight-year term, the reigning gada class would transfer power to the
next in a ceremony known as Jarra, with the Abba Gada handing over the bokku, a symbol of
unity and common law of the peoples to the newly elected.
The precise origins of the gada system are unknown, and its manifestations varied
across different Oromo groups over time. It is commonly told that in the 16th century, one gada
class governed a single Oromo nation, but as the Oromo expanded in population and space
through the 17th and 19th centuries, the gada system evolved from one supreme assembly into
several assemblies overseeing the affairs of dispersed clans that began to show signs of
differentiation in the actual practice of the gada system. Some suggest that despite this
dispersion, there remained a “common political grammar” in the practice of the gada system
that remained relatively constant over time over time and distinguished what can still be
described as a singular gada system (Hassen 2000). Others suggest that the distance between
clans weakened the institution, and in some conquered areas, the Oromo withheld wealth and
power from the indigenous populations, challenging the egalitarian values of the traditional
political system (Ficquet and Feyissa 2015: 15). Over time, in some areas, the republican
system was even replaced by hereditary offices and monarchical institutions (Ficquet and
Feyissa 2015).
Throughout previous centuries, the primary challenge to the functioning of the gada
system was the external threat of the expanding Abyssinian empire to the North.33 In fact, Lake
Ziway and its surrounding territory — including what is today Wayisso — were conquered and
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In narratives about Ethiopian history, the Oromo are often missing (Hassan 1990). The story of Ethiopia often
begins with the mythic kingdom of “Abyssinia.” The Abyssinians were the peoples of the Ethiopian highlands,
ancestors of what are today known as the Amhara and Tigrayan ethnic groups. The Oromo were a kingdom of
peoples south of Abyssinia, in what is today southern Ethiopia and northern Kenya. They were largely absent
from historical accounts of Ethiopia’s history until the massive movement of the Oromo northward into the
southern boundaries of Abyssinia in 16th and 17th centuries.
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reconquered over the centuries by the Oromo and Abyssinian empires. As early as the reign of
Emperor Sarsa Dengel (1563–1597), the Ethiopian monk Bahrey, as cited in the History of the
Galla (Buckingham and Huntingford 1954), reports that Emperor Sarsa Dengel fought (and
conquered) the Oromo forces near Lake Ziway — seizing their cattle and dispersing them
southeastwards towards Fatagar and Dawaro. This area was later reconquered by the Oromo,
who in the process assimilated some Hadiya and Sidama groups that were in the region (Abdiyo
1999). According to some of the Hanumana elders, many of the Habernoosa gosi of the Arsi
Oromo who live in Wayisso today were originally Hadiya who were “adopted” through the
process of mogassa to become part of the Arsi Oromo society during this period.
Emperor Menelik’s conquest of 1882-1886 again brought the Shewan state, and later
Ethiopian empire, southward. Menelik, then the Negus of the Shewa state, is said to have
personally commanded the military forces that conquered the areas around Lake Ziway. The
Arsi Oromo, particularly those in the present day Arsi state, showed “probably the stiffest and
most prolonged resistance to Menelik and his forces” (Abdiyo 1999: 16), but they were
eventually defeated. After the conquest of Menelik II (1844-1914), the region remained
formally within the Ethiopian empire.

Becoming part of the ‘Modern’ Ethiopian State | Version 1: Empire
After assuming the throne in 1865, Emperor Menelik II’s reign had primarily
concentrated on managing internal and external conflicts — whether his own ambitious
campaign of territorial expansion within Ethiopia, or navigating precarious international
relations with colonial powers, especially Italy. During this period, Menelik’s ambitious pursuit
of internal unification and international sovereignty distinguished him a more modern ruler
than previous nagasts (Pankhurst 2001). After the Battle of Adwa in 1896, when Ethiopia
defeated the invading Italian army and halted their colonizing ambitions for decades, Menelik
recognized that if Ethiopia was to maintain its independence and recognition as a sovereign
state by foreign powers, it had to “modernize” (Bekele 2015). This realization coincided with
a period of unprecedented peace and stability in Ethiopia in the first decades of the 20th century,
a peace that would enable significant political, economic, and technological transformations
that have come to be associated with a modern state (Pankhurst 2001).
When Menelik conquered the area around Lake Ziway, integration into the ‘modern’
nation-state introduced new political and economic realities, including new forms of landtenure, new positions of political power associated with the imperial regime rather than the
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gada system, and the practice of tax-collection. In the area around Wayisso, these changes were
more gradually felt than in other areas of the empire, yet they had long-term consequences for
the political and economic lives and social institutions of the Oromo people in that area.

Land Tenure and the Balabat
“In Oromo tradition,” Abdiyo (1999: 20) explains, “land was a communal property.” It
belonged to the descendants of the (real or fictive) first occupant of the land (Abdiyo 1999).
Territorial boundaries were thus layered. There was the territory of the Arsi Oromo, for
example, and within that, territories of various gosi. Boundaries could be and were contested.
If the threat was external, this was resolved through warfare; if the matter was internal, conflictmediation occurred through the gada system. Land could not be sold, purchased or inherited.
In fact, the idea that land could be the individually held was completely foreign to the Arsi
Oromo in the late 19th century (Abdiyo 1999: 21).
This changed when Menelik annexed the Arsi Oromo territories. The Emperor gave
large swaths of his newly conquered territories to soldiers, civil servants, clergy, or others who
were willing to migrate. To manage newly acquired lands, the Empire introduced a complex
system of land tenure. This established new regulations and relationships to the land that placed
the state as the ultimate arbiter (see Cohen 1973). In some areas, transformations in land-tenure
were dramatic. Among the Arsi Oromo living to the northeast of Lake Ziway, for example,
“there was complete loss. They became tenants, or gäbbars, on the lands of the näftänna
settlers.” (Abdiyo 1999: 20). Within a relatively short period of time, “land came to be the
property of a few private individuals, […] The pre-existing social organization, based on the
gada system and communal ownership of the land based on kinship was put aside” (Abdiyo
1999: 20-21). These new forms of land-tenure gave rise to feudal systems that galvanized the
communist revolution in the 1970s. The southern and western Arsi, however, were allowed to
retain some tracts of their former land (Abdiyo 1999), through a land tenure system known as
sisso, or balabat mirt. Much of the land was kept as grazing land (sekala), and thus the impact
of land reforms was more gradual. The Arsi Oromo in the area to the southwest of Lake Ziway
persisted in pastoral livelihoods for much longer than Arsi Oromo elsewhere.
Nevertheless, even if more slowly than in other places, relationships to the land began
to shift. This shift was intimately tied to the new political position of the balabat, a state
position initially conceived to facilitate a relationship between an emerging centralized state
and newly conquered peoples whose languages and customs were foreign to it (Gnamo 2014).
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The balabat was often a local leader,34 whose status was recognized by his peoples, and who
took on new duties for the state, including tax collection, maintaining peace and order, and the
administration of new forms of land tenure. 35 In this area, the balabat did not supplant the
political and social organization provided through the gada system in the first half of the 20th
century, but rather overlaid it. Thus, the gada system continued alongside the emergence of a
centralized state, but weakened as the centralized state grew stronger.36 This political position
of balabat was so effective that it continued during the Italian occupation, and afterwards under
Haile Selassie. It was only abandoned during the Derg.
In the early and mid-20th century, then, the balabat was the primary way that the Empire
was felt in Wayisso. Each gosi had their own balabat: the Habernoosa around where Wayisso
is today, the Abayii near the mountains to the east of the Awash river, the Oliyee around Adami
Tulu, and the Wegee near Ziway. Below each balabat was the cicarsum, an elected chief for
the respective balbaala within a gosi. For example, in the Habernoosa gosi, there are five
balbaala, or “doors”: Hadumana, Godemena, Alekira, Afemena, and Mujemena, divisions
with the Habernoosa gosi who can trace their lineage to one of the five sons of Habernoosa.
The balabat would allocate land to the cicarsum of each of these balbaala. Not equally,
however. If you had a better relationship with the balabat, if you had connections to the
government, or if you were wealthy, you tended to get more land. In the early 20th century, the
Godemana balbaala held the most land; it stretched from the Macho mountain down to Lake
Langano.
Land was then further divided within the five balbaala by the cicarsum. In Wayisso,
land remained primarily for grazing, yet certain families claimed larger portions of it in the
1950s and 1960s. By paying a 20 ETB tax, someone could claim an entire 40 hectares, also
called a gasha in Amharic or wanta in Afaan Oromo. Taxes at the time were paid by selling
butter at markets in Kurkura or Borema, or selling cattle in Meki or Negele. However, as many
34

For example, one of my informants, Haji Tefo, was serving as cicarsum of the Habernoosa sometime in the
1960s. The balabat at the time was Balambaras Edo Dinsa. “He wasn’t selected by Haile Selassie to serve in
this position, because in the period of Iyasu, his father had been a balabat. At that time,” Haji Tefo explains, “it
was expected that the chief’s son is going to take his position.” Balambaras Edo lived around Jido.
35
The Amharic title Balambaras was designated for the lowest rank of balabat; few reached higher ranks such
as Qagnazmatch and Grazmatch (Gnamo 2014).
36
Wayisso’s ‘founding fathers’ living in the early 20th century remained semi-nomadic pastoralists, and they
would go to a place called Chefe Jila in Arsi to participate in the gada elections every five years. They would
elect a gada father for each of the Luba: Robele, Bultuma, Birmeja, Horeta, and Bahara. By this time, ‘luba’
referred to different family-based gada systems. These luba did not follow clear spatial or tribal divides; rather,
certain families were tied to each other in a luba-system. When they required a gada father’s assistance, they
went to the gada father of their luba. While the generation after the founding fathers continued to go to gada
elections in Chefe Jila, their children slowly stopped participating. The gada system still existed, but subsequent
generations began to invest less in it as other forms of political-economic organization began to emerge.
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remember, not everyone knew the value of claiming land at that time. As pastoralists, grazing
their cattle on what in practice remained collective lands, few thought to “claim” land. Those
who did were those were in positions of political power: the balabat, the cicarsum, and those
with connections to them.
There were other areas of the woreda that came more directly under state control,
particularly during the period of Haile Selassie, which made the presence of the state more
visible to local peoples. Neighboring Wayisso, for example, where Verde Beef is today, was a
large area of land held by a man named Dadi Tashité. He was very wealthy, with innumerable
cattle, people remember, and his land was rich and forested. At one point, a state representative
arrived and announced that they were going to build a fence but told Dadi that he could stay
where he was. Dadi agreed, they built the fence, and only when they were finished did they
kick him off of the land. Elders joked that Dadi couldn’t find a way out; they had fenced him
in! This land became the state-run Habernoosa Cattle Ranch.
North of Wayisso, between where Adami Tulu and Ziway are today, lay another area
called Gerbi. The government displaced the local peoples and gave this land to a German
investor, who locals remember as Mussie. He had a farm and cattle ranch in the area, and new
migrants moved to area for wage-work.37 Finally, administrative centers were established in
Adami Tulu and Ziway and state workers from the North moved into the area to assume their
administrative positions. In this way, during the period of Haile Selassie, the presence and
power of the state became more conspicuous. Locals often referred to those who had
connections to or worked for the government as Nech Lebash, or “White Wearers.” This
referred to the distinct style of modern clothing that those with government connections wore.

Farming
According to local memory, people persisted in pastoral livelihoods well into the 1970s.
It was only many years after the communist regime seized power that most households adopted
farming as their primary livelihood occupation. As one elder, Haji Tefo, who served as a
cicarsum of the Hadumana in the 1960s remembers from that time:
I was the chief who was leading the people at that time. The government didn’t look at
us then. It didn’t have the opportunity to see what is what and what is where. So, the
one who was selected as chief was given the responsibility. The government allowed
us to control everyone. […] At that time, the land was abundant. They even measured
it by wanta, which is 40 hectares, because we had so much. I had 10 wanta! 400
hectares! […] But during the time of Haile Selassie, people did not like plowing the
37

Even after this foreign-owned farm became state-run under the communist regime and later given to a French
winery in the 2000s, people still refer to work there as “Gerbi.”
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land. Most people depended on animals. […] We didn’t taste oil at that time. We were
drinking milk and eating butter. We didn’t worry about the crops.
Of his 400 hectares, Haji Tefo says he farmed three to four plots at a subsistence level. Several
elders confirmed that a few others in the woreda had already begun growing crops for the
market, but no one in Wayisso was selling crops before the Derg overthrew Haile Selassie.
The first person of the Habernoosa clan to farm land at a subsistence level was a man
named Yaya Bude, sometime in the 1940s, in an area only a dozen or so kilometers away from
Wayisso. The Silt’ee people to the West were better known as farmers, and the neighboring
Oromo would often trade with the Silt’ee: butter and meat for grains. Yaya, however, observed
how the Silt’ee farmed their land and started doing the same himself. The practice of smallscale seasonal farming slowly spread throughout the woreda.
The first profit farmer from this area was a man named Qerro, who lived south of Wayisso
near the Jido market. He was one of the few individuals in the woreda who, in the late 1960s,
first grew soybeans for the market. A key commonality among these early profit farmers was
that they all had some connection to the state, and thus learned about a government-led
initiative to grow soybeans.38 With government support, they tried their hand at cultivation,
and made a significant profit. As one elder remembers,
The land was so fertile! It was the time when some people first started plowing, and
they really made a profit. At that time, whoever sold the soybeans became very wealthy.
This lasted for four years. After four years, the price of the soybean decreased, and they
stopped sowing them. But before that, whoever sold [soybeans] became wealthy. [This]
was the first time when people first started buying bicycles. Those who were wealthy
bought bicycles and traveled [from] place to place.
The first fruits of surplus farming became visible. Those who were benefitting, however,
remained an elite few with closer connections to the state. “At the end of Haile Selassie,” this
elder explained, “there were only a few wealthy people. I can count them. Merchants like Bede.
Farmers like Adamu, Aklilu. These were the wealthy people living at that time. They had a
relationship with the government. They would get the seeds immediately, take a lot of land and
sow it.” Yet, at that time, most people remained pastoralists, he remembered. Even if some
households did farm, they only farmed small plots of land seasonally to supplement their
primarily pastoral lifestyles.
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Soybeans were first introduced to Ethiopia in 1950. According to Shurttleff and Aoyogi (2007), the
government issued a growers’ manual in Amharic and began the first trials to grow soybeans in the 1950s.
These were discontinued because of low-yields, until the late 1960s, when trials began again. It seems these
farmers in the ATJK woreda were part of the second stage of soybean trials.
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It was difficult to discern when exactly the transition to farming occurred through my
interviews alone. Most informants described the shift to farming as taking place after the Derg
seized power in 1974. However, the following aerial photographs from 1967 and 1972 from
the Ethiopian Mapping Agency reveal that some degree of farming became more commonplace
in the latter years of Haile Selassie’s reign, before the Derg seized power. Figures 28 and 29
show this at the level of the woreda, and Figures 30 and 31 zoom in on Wayisso. In the
photograph of the woreda in 1967 (Figure 28), the land remains forested with virtually no
visible farmland. This changed by 1972 (importantly, this was two years before the communist
revolution in 1974); in Figure 29, the demarcation of new farming plots is visible. The closeups of Wayisso show the same trend: no farmlands in 1967 and some new small plots in 1972.

Figure 28. Aerial Photograph of Wayisso and Surrounding Region from 1967
Note: Land remains forested, with virtually no visible farmland. Adami Tulu in upper right corner.
Source: Aerial photograph provided by the Ethiopian Mapping Agency.
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Figure 29. Aerial Photograph of Wayisso and Surrounding Region from 1972
Note: 2 years prior to the communist revolution. The demarcation of new farming lands is more visible.
Source: Aerial photograph provided by the Ethiopian Mapping Agency.
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Figure 30. A Close-up of Wayisso in 1967
Note: Land remains forested with no visible farmlands.
Source: Aerial photograph provided by the Ethiopian Mapping Agency.

Figure 31. A Close-up of Wayisso in 1972.
Note: New patches of land used for subsistence farming are visible.
Source: Aerial photograph provided by the Ethiopian Mapping Agency.
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The proliferation of plots in 1972 as compared to 1967 shows that that it was precisely
at the end of Haile Selassie’s reign when more people began farming. However, the small size
of the plots seems to confirm what informants remember: that for most, this was small-scale
farming, supplementing what remained primarily pastoral livelihoods. Two years after the
aerial photograph was taken in 1972, however, a military junta seized power from Haile
Selassie and announced “Land to the Tiller,” accelerating a revolution in the people’s
relationship to their land and livelihoods. Before the 1974 communist revolution, then, most
people in Wayisso were semi-nomadic pastoralists who were just beginning to experiment with
supplemental farming. By the end of the seventeen-year reign of the communist regime, the
vast majority of these same people would become settled farmers.

Becoming part of the ‘Modern’ Ethiopian State | Version 2: Communism
Modernity under the communist regime (1974-1991) is a story of relative immobility:
settling down into agricultural lives within newly formed Peasant Associations. Rural-rural
movement for marriage persisted, as well as some degree of long-distance grazing, but for the
most part, the 1970s and ‘80s entailed a transition into more established residences and farming
lifestyles, where households claimed, farmed, and lived from their allocated land. This settling
coincided with new forms of mobility introduced by the state: conscription to meet labor and
military shortages; migration for education for the lucky few; and migration for government
work.
In the early 1970s, few saw a revolution coming (see, for example, Cohen 1973). The
revolution arose “spontaneously,” to use Prunier’s (2015) words, from the stirrings of a
relatively small number of people in the capital city. Andargachew estimates that less than
300,000 urban residents out of a total urban population of three million (and total national
population of 32 million) were consciously invested in the revolution (as cited in Donham
1999: 23-24). Nevertheless, the results of the revolution rippled across Ethiopia; in some areas
the revolution was embraced, in others contested. One direct consequence of the revolution
and its violent methods was the significant international emigration of Ethiopians. After the
Derg took power, hundreds of thousands of political refugees sought asylum elsewhere,
introducing for the first time, an Ethiopian diaspora overseas.
Nobody from Wayisso fled abroad, however, even if all were affected by the political
upheavals occurring in the distant capital city. The revolution brought the state even closer to
their everyday lives. Rather than having balabats mediate the affairs between the imperial
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regime to the North and the Oromo’s more traditional forms of community organization, the
revolution brought the state directly into Wayisso. Woredas — the large administrative districts
that had been established under Haile Selassie — were parceled up into kebeles, or Peasant
Associations. The pastoralists became farmers within these peasant associations, and half of
their harvest was given to the state. In turn, they received goods and new services, like formal
schooling, directly from the government.
Historical accounts about life under the Derg regime describe a military dictatorship
using violent and brutal means to achieve its ends. In narratives about Ethiopian history, the
Derg is often a bloody smear. But the violence through which the Derg regime wielded power
often overshadows the social nature of the revolution (Prunier 2015). In fact, in Wayisso, many
remember the Derg with some degree of fondness — as a time when the government worked
for rural areas. One village elder listed what he saw as the major changes the Derg brought to
Wayisso:
The Derg was the first one to open schools in rural areas. We received our first school.
Second, the Derg showed us how to plow the land. There were some young ones who
were trained in farming systems and they came here to the rural areas and taught us
how to plow, how to sow, how to irrigate, and how to use fertilizers — to be more
productive than before. Third, we formed a union, with ten kebeles together,
represented by a chief, and this union gave us fertilizer and other things. Finally, we
had a meeting twice a year. This was a time set to meet with the government
representatives and talk about our problems. […] I personally think that when the Derg
came to power, it was good. It tried to make the life of rural areas better.
There were a few key reforms advanced by the Derg regime that had direct consequences on
movement and settlement patterns of the peoples of Wayisso. Most led to the settling of the
general population, including the state’s land redistribution policy and its administrative
reorganization that tied people and resources to ‘Peasant Associations.’ However, within this
settlement, new forms of mobility emerged: labor or military conscription, and the introduction
of formal education which brought new forms of salaried work. The following takes each of
these reforms in turn.

Land Redistribution and the Peasant Association
One of the first major measures the Derg implemented was a sweeping land reform. As
Ottaway (1978) explains, the land reform “was unequivocally radical, even in Soviet and
Chinese terms. It nationalized all rural land, abolished tenancy and put peasants in charge of
enforcing the whole scheme” (Ottaway 1978: 67). The purpose of the 1975 Proclamation to
Provide for The Public Ownership of Rural Lands (No. 31) was to, as its preamble stated,
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alter the existing agrarian relations so that the Ethiopian peasant masses which have paid
so much in sweat as in blood to maintain an extravagant feudal class may be liberated
from age-old feudal oppression, injustice, poverty, and disease, and in order to lay the
basis upon which all Ethiopians may henceforth live in equality, freedom, and fraternity.
The proclamation asserted that all rural lands shall be the collective property of the Ethiopian
people; that no person or business organization or any other organization shall hold rural land
in private ownership; that any person who is willing to personally cultivate land shall be allotted
rural land sufficient for his maintenance and that of his family; and that the size of land to be
allotted to any farming family shall at no time exceed 10 hectares (1/4 of a gasha).
In Ethiopia, the “conditions of serfdom” that justified this proclamation were only present
in some areas of the empire. Because the history of Ethiopia is so often conflated with the
history of Abyssinia, or the northern highlands, the reality of tenancy may have been
overstated. Tenancy varied greatly across regions in Ethiopia, and in areas where farming was
commonplace, much of the land was also owner-cultivated (Ramato 1984). Even by the end of
the Derg regime, 88 percent of Ethiopia’s farming population still lived in the highlands (Belete
et al 1991). The proclamation’s preamble, railing against an age-old feudal oppression, did not
describe the reality in Wayisso, where most people were just beginning to experiment with
agriculture. As the last section showed, in the ATJK woreda, cultivation was a relatively new
phenomenon, and most persisted in primarily pastoral livelihoods.
To carry out the provisions of the land proclamation, the government established
“Peasant Associations,” which were smaller administrative units for social organization and
resource distribution. The Peasant Association was designed to be a smaller unit (some 800
hectares) of some 300 or 400 farmers and their household within which land distribution, land
directives, judicial tribunals, cooperatives, schools, health services, villagization programs
among other government directives and services would be established. Groups of four or more
kebeles were organized into an agargelot (meaning service), to organize the distribution of
goods and social services to provide for people’s basic needs.
The Weyiso Mecho Kebele was formally established. It was embedded within an
agargelot of ten kebeles: Suro, Repi Woransa, Chebi Kecha, Kertefa, Alemburchure, Korme
Nega, Andolla, Weyiso Mecho, Kenchera, Kudusa Reji. Ziway was separated into two kebeles
at the time, serviced by two agargelots. Adami Tulu was one kebele and one agargelot.39 As
the chairman of Wayisso’s agargelot explained:

39

The land neighboring Wayisso remained government land. It was originally taken by Haile Selassie in 1952,
and remained a state farm during the time of the Derg.
135

Rather than letting merchants control everything and make everything expensive, [the
government] formed an agargelot. There was a big warehouse for each agargelot which
kept things like sugar, salt, oil, tea…everything to be given to the kebeles. Everything
you buy now in shops was held by the government in warehouses. Even roofs, firewood
— everything people needed. They built a big warehouse and put a government worker
there. And people didn’t pay anything. Most farmers were very poor. Even though the
government was at war [with Eritrea] during that time, they facilitated a lot of things
for people.
To gain access to material resources within an agargelot required registration to a Peasant
Association. There were clear advantages to doing so, and while the Derg left room for different
kinds of relations with nomadic peoples, like the Afar, Wayisso was categorized as an agrarian
kebele. Through the land reform and creation of the peasant association, then, the Derg had
effectively, as Hoben (1976) put it, allocated land to the people and people to the land.
The reality of land distribution in Wayisso differed from what the communist constitution
envisioned. For example, in theory, the Derg allowed all individuals to claim land, setting a
maximum limit of ten hectares per household. In practice, people requested land from the
chairman of the Peasant Association, and this upward limit was not enforced. As one elder who
served as the chairman of a peasant association during the time of the Derg recalls:
“During the Derg, you got land if you asked for it. If you ask for it, they [the chairman]
should give it to you. But you are only going to ask for it if you are active, if you have
the awareness that more land will give you more. Otherwise, the lazy ones, if they have
four plots, they think, ‘it’s quite enough for me. What am I going to do with more?’ But
those who had a lot of land, they are still giving their land to their children.
To access more land, people engaged in bribery — not always monetary, but “if you need some
more land, you are going to invite the chief for tea or coffee, for beer or for lunch” as one elder
recalls.
In Wayisso, those who claimed the most land under Haile Selassie continued to hold the
most land by the end of the Derg. Initially, when the Derg first came to power, those who had
served as cicarsum or those with relationships to the cicarsum or balabat lost their land. Those
who served in any form of government position associated with Haile Selassie were replaced.
Haji Tefo, who had been a cicarsum of the Habernoosa gosi (from Lineage 1) during the last
years of Haile Selassie’s reign, describes that moment of transition:
Then Haile Selassie fell and the Derg took the stage. The Derg announced, “Land to the
Tillers”. At that time, they were doing very bad things to the representatives of Haile
Selassie’s government, like the balabat and the cicarsum. They killed the chiefs […]
Because I was a chief for Haile Selassie, I feared for my soul. And the people who were
considered hurt during the period of Haile Selassie, the Derg gave them recognition.
“You have the right to plow everywhere!”
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After some time, however, those who were leading Wayisso Macho Kebele showed signs of
corruption, particularly by demanding higher taxes from households and pocketing a portion
of them. When the higher levels of the administration discovered this, they took the chair and
vice chair out of their position and held an election to fill the positions. As a neighboring
kebele’s chairman remembers:
Those who were balabat during the period of Haile Selassie, when the Derg came, they
were thrown out of power and the younger ones, the unbehaved, they had the chance to
lead them. They started taking revenge on those who were in power before. They started
to steal the money of the government. When the government became aware of this, they
changed the rules again: everything should be by election. So, the people selected the
sons of the balabats. Because if it is by election, the balabats were to some extent
literate then, they know how to lead, they know how to have a leadership position. So,
people elected the balabat’s sons.
In this way, members of the same families who held politically powerful positions during the
time of Haile Selassie ended up leading the Peasant Association in the latter years of the
communist government’s rule. Given the constraints of the political regime, they could not
accumulate as much land as before, but still, they continued to acquire more land than other
households.
In this way, the power inequalities that characterized the transition from communal to
family land holding during the time of Haile Selassie continued under the Derg — though in a
more limited fashion. Those with the foresight to claim more land “than they needed,” gave
more land to their children, establishing a base for income inequalities in the generations to
come — inequalities with migration consequences. Those with more land could generate the
extra income needed to support the urbanward movement of their children for education or for
work. By the end of the Derg, as it was under Haile Selassie, families in Lineage 1 (the
Hadumana of the Habernoosa) had the greatest land-holdings in Wayisso. Their children also
showed some of the highest rates of migration out of Wayisso after the fall of the Derg.

Formal Education and Government Work
Formal education took two forms under the Derg. The first is the most common
conception of formal education: establishing primary schools with a curriculum modeled after
modern, mass education systems. But additionally, in the first years of the Derg, the
government conducted another kind of education campaign. Formally titled the Development
through Cooperation, Enlightenment and Work Campaign, the government mandated shortly
after it assumed power (in November 1974) that all students and teachers in university or the
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last two years of high school were required to leave for the countryside to educate the peasants.
The Amharic word for the campaign was zemecha.
In the nineteenth century, ‘zemecha’ was the word used to designate military crusades
into the south to conquer new peoples and to expand the borders of the Ethiopian
empire. The students, dressed in khaki uniforms and caps with zemecha insignia, would
be sent, like an army, to reconquer the countryside. But they would do so, this time, not
through force, but with knowledge, eukat. […] It would be the students who would
bring progress and enlightenment to the countryside (Donham 1999: 29).
The sweeping land reform had already won the support of the students, and many enrolled
enthusiastically in the movement that would bring modernization to the masses.
The reaction of countryside peoples to the zemechas varied across regions. In the
northern highlands, the response was rather “tepid” (Donham 1999: 31). In the south, some
peasants united with the zemechas to “hunt out” landlords, while in other places, the students
offended locals with their patronizing attitude, a mix of the “superiority born of modern
education” and a Marxist contempt for traditional religious and social systems (Donham 1999:
33). This led to violent confrontations between zemachs and local peoples in some areas.
In Wayisso, however, the experience with the zemecha campaign was less dramatic.
Three men – Melaku, Tilahun, and Habtamu – held trainings at the Woransa school to teach
people how to farm. In the beginning, they had a difficult time; people simply would not show
up for trainings. “We did not see the benefits of farming,” one elder explained. Another elder
remembers that years of drought were particularly difficult for these teachers. After a year of
drought, farmers often found that they lost more than they gained. Many returned to
pastoralism, which they considered more productive.
However, over time, more people began to farm more seriously. They began to use
fertilizer and better seeds, and by the end of the seventeen years of the communist government,
farming has replaced pastoralism as the primary livelihood pursuit in Wayisso. In the
community’s memory, these teachers were an important part of that transition. As one elder
explained: “They came here and they taught us. They showed us how much fertilizer to use for
our plots. They showed us how to plow the land. They tried to teach us many things about
farming. They changed our system from the traditional to the modern one.”
More profound than the zemecha campaign was the establishment of formal schooling
in rural areas. One of the first services to be provided to an agargelot was elementary education.
For Wayisso, this school was located in the Andolla kebele, some ten kilometers away. In the
beginning, it was mostly young and adult men who went to school. Many recall that the quality
of education during the time of the Derg was higher than now. “At that time, everything the
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Derg was building was not fake. It was the real thing. Now, if you go to the big hospitals, you
may not find good doctors. But at that time, everything was done very well. It was the first
state that really tried to build roads, schools, clinics for the rural people. It was during the Derg
that education really started in the rural areas. They announced that every child from the
farmers should have to go to school. And the quality was good.”
The expansion of formal education, which began in Ethiopia under Haile Selassie, only
reached Wayisso during the time of the Derg. Still, a relatively small percentage of the
population attended school from Wayisso and its surrounding kebeles. Although exact figures
are not available for Wayisso, regional trends give some indication of the extent to which
people began to go to school. At the time of the 1984 Census, only 24 percent of the Ethiopian
population ages five years and older reported attending school, and there was a strong ruralurban divide: 53.8 percent of the population five years and older in urban areas attended school
versus 18.9 percent of the population in rural areas (CSA 1991). The vast majority of the
population still lived in rural areas, and gendered differences in primary school enrollment
were much wider there. Table 15 shows regional net enrollment ratios for Shewa and Arssi; the
ATJK woreda was situated at the border of these two regions. Enrollments remained low among
rural populations.
Table 15. Net Enrollment Ratios for the Arssi and Shewa Regions, 1984

Shewa

Arssi

Primary

Junior Secondary

Senior Secondary

M

F

Both
Sexes

M

F

Both
Sexes

M

F

Both
Sexes

Rural

17.4

12.6

15.1

2.1

1.1

1.6

2.9

1.1

2.1

Urban

63.8

63.6

63.7

26.3

19.9

22.9

36.0

26.5

31.3

Total

20.7

16.8

18.8

4.4

3.5

4.0

6.4

4.4

5.6

Rural

13.7

8.3

11.1

2.4

1.0

1.7

2.4

1.2

1.8

Urban

58.4

56.3

57.3

22.9

19.0

20.9

30.3

22.8

26.3

Total

17.9

13.2

15.6

4.6

3.6

4.2

5.6

4.3

5.0

Source: Central Statistical Authority (1991: 120-121)

Despite low enrollment rates, the gradual impact of formal education on the social
imaginations and migration behavior of people in Wayisso was so consequential that it is
treated in much greater depth in Chapter Eight. But relevant to this chapter is that formal
education became a primary instrument of nation-building. The Derg envisioned a united
Ethiopia. As one government worker from that time shared, “The Derg tried to make one
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country. And to feel that all people are one. We considered Ethiopia like a mother country. A
mother is one who never leaves her children. We were creating awareness that Ethiopia is one
and everyone has to respect each other. And not to differentiate or neglect each other depending
on their tribe.” Part of building a common identity was selecting a national language. Primary
schools, as they spread throughout the country, taught in Amharic, the selected national
language; local languages, including Afaan Oromo, were not allowed. This introduced a
stronger disjuncture between traditional culture and ‘national culture’ than under Haile
Selassie. People needed to speak a different language to participate in the political system and
public sphere.
Further, through education, individuals could access new forms of salaried work within
the government administration — as development agents, as kebele-workers, as teachers. As a
few individuals from Wayisso and surrounding regions became part of this new politicaleconomic structure, it introduced salaried employment into others’ imaginations. Salaries under
the Derg were not high — just 347 ETB per month for government workers and 180 ETB for
teachers, according to one government worker — but it was something. While the wealthiest
families did not aspire to this kind of work, it was, nevertheless, a new kind of work.
Furthermore, it introduced the possibility of meritocracy within a wider socioeconomic system.
As one elder man put it, “In the period of Haile Selassie, if you want a position, it depends on
your family […] But the Derg completely changed this.” To what extent the Derg completely
changed who “had a position” is questionable, considering the relative continuity in local
leadership positions detailed in previous sections. Nevertheless, the remark signals the
perception that expanding access to education widened opportunities for change.

Conscription and Government Work
The Derg more directly influenced population mobility by introducing conscription to
meet military and labor shortages. Constant warfare plagued the Derg regime: with Somalia in
the South-East, separatist guerrilla movements in Eritrea and Tigray, and internal opposition
groups within Ethiopia. To satisfy the growing demand for low-ranking army personnel, the
Derg announced the National Military Service Proclamation of May 1983, which stated that
all Ethiopians between the ages of eighteen and thirty were required to train for six months,
and then serve for two years in the military. They were expected to remain in reserve status
until age fifty. In reality, this proclamation was not applied universally. Rather, each peasant
association would forward a list of eligible recruits to regional military commissars, who would
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issue calls to duty. The peasant associations were responsible for ensuring that conscripts
reported for duty.
Gnemo’s story illustrates the impacts of these political developments on migration
behavior. Gnemo’s father was wealthy during the period of Haile Selassie, with close
connections to the balabat and government. Because of this, Gnemo’s father and older brothers
were imprisoned when the Derg took power. Gnemo escaped this fate, because he was still
young, but as he grew up, he always tried to find a way to free his father and brothers.
Eventually he did so, by climbing the administrative ladder of the Derg regime. “At that time,
I knew, I have a good mind, and if I proceed with my education, I will reach somewhere. But I
was always thinking about my family and freeing them from jail.”
After the Derg established a school in the Andolla kebele, Gnemo attended primary
school. He passed through grades quickly, sometimes skipping grades by studying for and
passing their end-of-the-year examinations. However, in 1979, Gnemo left to work on a statefarm in Humara, near the border of Sudan. In fact, he offered to go in place of his brother, who
was recently married and expecting his first baby. Gnemo was still young and unmarried, so
he responded to the conscription. Yet, after only a few months in Humara, Gnemo became sick
and returned to his home in Suro, a peasant association neighboring Wayisso.
After returning, Gnemo continued his education, passing the Grade 8 exam. Gnemo,
with his father and older siblings still in jail, felt the weight of providing for his younger
siblings. He decided to marry, so that his wife could help prepare meals for the family. Not
long after marriage, the peasant association also elected Gnemo chairman. He stopped his
education and focused his energies on his family and government responsibilities – not only to
better his family’s name with the Derg, but also, he said, to improve the life of the community.
By this point, Gnemo was fluent in Amharic and although he regrets stopping his education at
Grade 8, this was high achievement at that time.
Gnemo did well in his new position, and eventually became chairman of the agargelot.
He remembers, “From sixty kebeles, I was the only one who was young, and I tried to look at
everyone equally. I tried to use my position appropriately, [and] that’s why the government
selected me. At that time, I didn’t even have a beard, just a mustache. I was a young leader.”
Gnemo remembers the tasks of the chairman were many: “We were responsible for teaching
the rules of the government to the people. To show the farmers how to be more productive. To
pay taxes to the government on time. To allocate land.”
In 1987, Gnemo was called to Bale to follow a training for farmers associations and
business. When there, he made a good impression and was also appointed as chairman of the
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Farmer’s Association Organization for the woreda. He moved to Andolla, and until the end of
the Derg, he held this position. Gnemo exercised his influence in this new position to free his
father and siblings from jail. After the fall of the Derg, Gnemo moved to Wayisso, to newly
available land along the main road.
Gnemo’s story brings out a few interesting elements about life under the Derg. Gnemo,
a bright and motivated individual, used his education and literacy in Amharic to ascend the
ranks of the Derg. Subject to labor conscription himself, and later movement for his
government position in Andolla, his movement, like the focus of the government, was primarily
rural-rural.
In summary, the structural changes the Derg regime made in Wayisso were weighty:
the nationalization of land; the creation of peasant associations; the allocation of land to the
people and people to the land; the introduction of formal education; military conscription;
among others. In the end, it was not the Derg who first introduced farming to Wayisso, but
rather accelerated a transition from pastoral to agrarian livelihoods, and fundamentally
reshaped the political-economic order upon which these new livelihoods were built. Rather
than liberating an oppressed class of peasants, then, as the revolution imagined, the regime
created a new class of peasants in Wayisso. Although the Derg also introduced new forms of
movement — military conscription or the first movements for education and government work,
for example — the more fundamental mobility transition was the “settling down” of a seminomadic people into a single place, administratively circumscribed by the state. This settlement
became the foundation upon which new forms of migration emerged in the decades to come.

Becoming part of the ‘Modern’ Ethiopian State | Version 3: Developmental
State
The communist government’s ambitions for rural development faltered under the weight
of political opposition. The government lacked the resources, capacities, and peace needed to
realize a sustainable socialist transformation. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, regional and
ethnically based liberation movements40 struggled against the Derg regime. Their unification
into the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) in 1989 and 1990 —
excluding the EPLF — was a decisive turning point. This coalition bolstered their strength

40

The Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), the Afar Liberation Front (ALF), the Oromo Liberation Front
(OLF), the Somali Abo Liberation Front (SALF), and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF)
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against the declining regime, which struggled with discontent among its own tired and
overstretched military.
After the socialist government fell in 1991, the EPRDF coalition government that took
its place initially adopted a development vision that was, in many ways, inspired by socialist
ideals. The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, formally established in 1995, was
spearheaded by Prime Minister Meles Zenawi, who served from 1995 to 2012. Meles Zenawi
firmly defended the functioning of the government as a ‘developmental state,’ resisting the
neoliberal Washington consensus of his time (Zenawi 2012; Clapham 2018). In the early years
of the new regime, the government envisioned a state-led economy that put agriculture and the
well-being of the peasant masses as the starting point, or cornerstone, of the nation’s economic
growth — an approach to the structural transformation of the economy described as
“Agricultural Development-Led Industrialization” (ADLI) (Lefort 2015). It was a unique
“endogenous” development strategy that embraced government control, with a “high degree of
centralism focusing on the traditional peasantry” to expand the domestic market, and a
“systematic marginalization of private enterprise” (Clapham 2015: 364). The ADLI strategy
expected that growth in agricultural productivity would create demand among the most
successful peasants for basic consumer goods, leading to the emergence of simple industries.
The growth of industry would then create employment opportunities for the rural labor force
that would become increasingly detached from the land as productivity gains increased and
less laborers were needed. Industries would increasingly provide not only basic consumer
goods but agricultural inputs like fertilizers, seeds, and pesticides. Because they would be
cheaper than imported goods, this would give rise to greater agricultural productivity and in
turn more demand for industrial products. “The virtuous circle of growth would be set in
motion” (Clapham 2015: 364).
By the early 2000s, it was clear that ADLI was not working. Agricultural productivity
stagnated, and GDP growth rates were lower than at the end of the Derg. The EPRDF began to
face significant disapproval both in town and the countryside, and the 2005 elections were a
turning point. The regime changed course and decided its new legitimacy would have to be
found in “the promise of massive economic growth” (Clapham 2015: 365). This led to a second
stage in the regime’s approach to modernization, one that was much more sympathetic to the
role of private actors, foreign investment, free enterprise, and market forces than the first stage
(Lefort 2015). Under this most recent period of the EPDRF’s rule, economic growth has indeed
increased at unprecedented levels, averaging (officially) double-digit GDP growth rates over
the last ten years (Figure 31).
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The contribution of agriculture to Ethiopia’s GDP declined since the 1980s (Figure 32).
However, agriculture remained the main occupation of more than eighty percent of the
population until 2000, after which it began a steady decline, from 85.8 percent in 2000 to 68.2
percent in 2017 (see Figure 33). Most of those who left agricultural employment found work
in the service sector. Ethiopia – like many other countries in Africa – saw the growth of its
service sector rise faster than industry. Employment in services jumped from 10.5 percent in
2000 to 22.4 percent in 2017. Employment opportunities within industry are also growing, but
industry still employs less than 10 percent of the population (Figure 33).
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Figures 31-33 illustrate that agriculture holds a diminishing place in the government’s
vision for economic development. The government still aims to support small-scale agriculture,
of course. Because the majority of the Ethiopian population remain subsistence farmers, they
have to. But the current Growth and Transformation Plans, which detail the government’s
development goals, assert that a focus on agricultural production alone cannot stimulate
industrialization and spark economic growth. The development of manufacturing centers and
creating conditions more conducive to the growth of the service sector is therefore a core
objective.
The thinking of the small-scale farmers in Wayisso mirrors the thinking of the State. They
believe that small-scale farming is not going to provide an opportunity for significant economic
growth or change in their material circumstances. They maintain this livelihood activity,
because for most it is all they have, but they recognize that any opportunity for material change
requires getting a foot into the industrial or service sectors. As a result, households straddle
rural and urban livelihoods. They maintain their farmlands as a base income, but aspire towards
— and if they have the means, actively pursue — alternative non-agrarian incomes. In this
process, the center of gravity of rural communities gradually transfers from the village to the
towns and cities (see Skeldon 2012: 161; Skeldon 1977).
Yet, not all households are able to make this transfer from the village to town. Usually,
only the wealthiest can build a house in town or support the movement of their children to
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urban areas for education or work. The poorer remain ‘involuntarily immobile’ (Carling 2002)
in the village, a new existential experience. Instead of diversifying their incomes in the city,
some turn to work with the neighboring foreign company Verde Beef; it is difficult and lowpaid but the only available option.
The EPRDF pursued a number of reforms with particularly consequential impacts on the
migration patterns of Wayisso families. Some development policies are continuous with those
instituted under the Derg: land remains nationalized, for example, and the government still
organizes its administrative affairs within peasant associations. Others are distinct to this
government: the wide scale introduction of foreign investors and thereby wage-work for the
undereducated; the rapid expansion of formal education and the new forms of professional
work this education promises; and encouragement of private entrepreneurship. In the remainder
of this chapter, I show how people in Wayisso adapt their aspirations, livelihoods and migration
behavior to new political-economic realities under the current government.

Getting Land in Town
Land remains nationalized, but in practice, it is given and inherited, sold and rented as if
it is privately held. In the 1990s, land was far less expensive than it is today. For example, in
the late 1990s, one man from Wayisso brought a plot of land in Adami Tulu for 875 ETB, on
which he built two houses. The houses were much more expensive to build. In fact, the newest
one, with three rooms, a metal roof and metal windows, cost over 100,000 ETB (~4673 USD)41
— half of which was funded by the remittances from one of his daughters, Jaa, who worked in
Beirut.
When Jaa returned from Beirut, she also intended to buy her own land to build a house.
With her savings, she informally purchased land on the outskirts of Adami Tulu from a farmer,
who divided one of his plots (50 by 50 meters) into six sections. Jaa bought two for 22,000
ETB, and four other individuals bought the other four sections. This was far more than the 875
ETB her father paid some fifteen years prior. However, when Sher Ethiopia opened its second
site in Adami Tulu, Jaa lost this land. The farmer received 37,000 ETB in compensation for
one plot, which was still registered to his name, of which Jaa only received 10,500 ETB.42
“[The government] thought it was just a field, so it decreased the price. […] But when I bought
the land, my plan was to build a house on it.”

41

In February 2016, the exchange rate was 21.4 ETB to 1 USD.
According to one government worker, compensation is calculated based on the average of 5 years of expected
market price for expected production.
42
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As Adami Tulu and Ziway expand, the government assumes greater control over
acquiring and leasing urban land. In 2012 in Adami Tulu, the government took a large area of
land from what were then rural farmers, offered them compensation, broke up and prepared the
land into 20 square meter plots, and then essentially auctioned the land. One man from Wayisso
put in a bid. After the government announced the availability of land, each prospective renter
wrote down what he could pay for the it and submitted this offer to the municipality. The
municipality then organized the offers into different piles, from high to low, making offers from
the highest price downwards. In this way, people competed against each other in a kind of land
auction.43
Gemechu, from Wayisso, offered 13.90 ETB per square meter for 200 square meters,
coming to 2780 ETB (~130 USD). He ‘won’ and received a plot of 10m by 20m to be leased
for the maximum period: 99 years. In addition, he paid a 1685 ETB fee for water and light,
which is not yet provided to the area but the government promises it will be available soon.
After Gemechu received the land, he was required to pay his promised fee — 4465 ETB in
total — and build something on the land within six months. When I met him in Adami Tulu,
he was building a single-room house out of mud-brick from the soil of his newly acquired land
(Figure 34).

Figure 34. Building a House on Leased Land in Adami Tulu
43

This is the process as it was explained to me by several people in Adami Tulu. I was not able to verify this
with the municipality, but this nevertheless how prospective renters understood the process.
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Gemechu’s land is at the now-edge of Adami Tulu town, about a ten-minute walk from
the central market. Fields lie in the distance, and a few more new houses are popping up here
and there. Another family from Wayisso received a neighboring plot of land, and with the
remittances sent Ademtuu in London, they already constructed a home. “See what migration
can accomplish!” one young man exclaimed, pointing to the new house.
I asked Gemechu if he can keep the land for his whole life. “Yes, but it’s impossible to
sell,” he replied. “The land belongs to the government. The only thing you can sell is the house
you build.” Gemechu will continue paying 2780 ETB per year to the government, the
equivalent of 230 ETB per month. As housing prices increase, the possibility to rent this land
may be a good investment – not as good as if he had been able to ‘buy’ the land in a one-off
payment, but the possibility to rent at a higher rate than the lease is the next best option. Adami
Tulu is bound to grow. Land around the road in Adami Tulu already costs up to 100 ETB per
square meter “to buy.” Most land in Adami Tulu, however, is not occupied by old or new
tenants. Rather, it is now under a 99-year lease with Agriflora Sher, a Dutch-owned
conglomeration of flower farms. One reason the land prices are so high in Adami Tulu and
Ziway is because of the influx of low-skilled laborers seeking work at what is commonly
referred to as Sher.

Foreign Investment
Sher Ethiopia
The Ethiopian government’s agriculture-led industrialization strategy struggled to
provide employment opportunities for the country’s growing, and increasingly educated, young
population.44 Not only are fewer young people content with rural, agricultural livelihoods, but
the relative productivity gains for small-scale farmers that the government expected to achieve
over the last two decades have not materialized (Lefort 2015; Schewel and Fransen 2018a).
Government investment and support increasingly goes to developing its manufacturing sector,
encouraging entrepreneurship, and welcoming foreign investment into the country. The
government promises foreign companies cheap labor, land and enticing tax exemptions. The
government promises young Ethiopians more jobs.
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Some of this section is taken from Schewel, Kerilyn. 2018. "Ziway or Dubai: Can Flower Farms in Ethiopia
Reduce Migration to the Middle East?" IOM Migration Research Series (55):2-14.
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Flower farms are one area of significant foreign direct investment. Within a decade,
Ethiopia has become the second largest producers of cut flowers in Africa, and the fifth largest
non-EU exporter of flowers to the EU flower market (Melese and Helmsing 2010). In Ziway
and Adami Tulu, the presence of flower farms is unavoidable. Dutch Agriflora Sher corporation
opened in 2005, and now operates the largest rose farm in the world. As large as Ziway itself
(see Figure 37), the greenhouses and the secondary sites at Adami Tulu and Koka use some
650 hectares, or the equivalent of 1300 football fields. They export three to four million roses
to the Netherlands daily, most of which go on to the European market. At the time of my
research, Sher employed some 8000 workers, many of whom are young women from more
distant rural areas of Oromiya or the SNNPR. They share the same hopes as those who choose
to go abroad as migrant workers: to earn enough capital to return home and “change my life.”
There is a saying that when young women from these areas consider leaving, they choose
between “Ziway or Dubai” (the two words rhyme).

Figure 35. Ziway Town in 1987
Source: Satellite Image from Google, Digital Globe
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Figure 36. Ziway Town in 1998
Source: Satellite Image from Google, Digital Globe

Figure 37. Ziway Town and the Agriflora Sher Greenhouses in 2017
Source: Satellite Image from Google, Digital Globe
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The young women I interviewed were mostly day workers in the greenhouses, cutting
or packing flowers. A normal day ranges between 8 and 12 hours, with one hour for lunch, 6
days per week. In 2016, they earned around 750 ETB to 900 ETB per month (35-42 USD). A
typical rented room in Ziway is around 200 ETB/month, with food costs alone approximately
400-500 ETB/month. Another study of workers at Sher and another flower farm in Ethiopia
found that workers spent 85 percent of their wages on food and housing alone (Beyene 2014).
Moving and living in town to access work at Sher dramatically increased their costs of living
and meant that saving, and remitting, was a struggle.
In many ways, Sher Ethiopia is what the Ethiopian government sees as a model foreign
company. They employ thousands of people who might otherwise be unemployed or
underemployed. They provide local social services, including a hospital and a large school
complex, with free primary and secondary schooling for the children of their employees. Sher
pays above the minimum wage. However, that does not mean much; the minimum wage for
governmental personnel in Ethiopia in 2016 was ETB 420 per month, less than 20 USD. Melese
(2017) estimates that a living wage would be 2.5 to 3 times higher than the prevailing wages
for flower farm workers in Ziway. I interviewed several older women who had worked for a
time at Sher, but left to eke out an existence through daily labor opportunities wherever they
could find them – peeling onions, washing clothes, or stuffing mattresses. The fact that they
preferred those forms of work over Sher revealed a lot.
In one focus group, I asked several young women working at Sher whether they would
encourage others to do the same. Their responses were mixed. Some mentioned the benefit of
doing something. “Don’t just sit there and bother your family. Come work and do something
[…] Even if I can buy just one pair of shoes, it’s better than what I had before.” Others were
more skeptical: “I’d tell them not to come. I’ve been working at Sher and there is no benefit.
How can we change ourselves? If it’s possible, go abroad to the Arab countries.”
No one from Wayisso worked at Sher, except for one man who worked as a guard. Why
workers from elsewhere eagerly come for these jobs, while people from Wayisso did not, is a
puzzling question. One possibility is that workers coming from elsewhere are poorer than those
in Wayisso. Yet, poverty runs deep for many families in Wayisso. Many households relied on
food assistance for themselves and their children in the year the drought, for example. An extra
income would certainly help these families. Moreover, poorer households in Wayisso would
have an easier time accessing work at Sher’s Adami Tulu complex than those coming from
further away, who would have to pay higher costs for transport and housing. Another possibility
is that hope can more easily flourish at a distance. The fact that this work for a foreign company
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is somewhere else can make the possibility for meaningful change seem greater than if this
work is right in front of you. This helps explain why young women who come to work at Sher
reorient their aspirations to the Middle East, once they learn of better work opportunities
there.45
Whatever the reason, rural and urban locals in Wayisso and Adami Tulu often disparage
the work at Sher, citing concerns over the working conditions – the heat, the pesticides, the low
pay. Some expressed resentment towards the southern workers for coming and taking such lowpaid jobs, arguing that if they wouldn’t, Sher would be forced to pay higher wages. Turn-over
is high, however, even among southern workers. Many young women leave for the Middle East
– a point of frustration for the managers who invest in training their employees, only to see
them leave shortly thereafter (Beyene 2014).
The main problem with work at Sher, mentioned by current and previous workers alike,
was the inability to save enough money to meaningfully change their material and social
conditions. Work at the flower farm relieves some of the pressures of economic insecurity but
is not enough to promise change in one’s socioeconomic circumstances. Migration abroad is
riskier, but offers the prospect of greater material gain. In the following chapter, I look more
closely at how young women make the decision to migrate to the Middle East.

Verde Beef
Verde Beef is a cattle feedlot and processing company that occupies a 1300-hectare
farm to the West of the main road, adjacent to Wayisso. This land was a state farm called
Habernoosa Ranch under both Haile Selassie and the Derg regime. Now Verde Beef leases it.
Verde Beef is a project of a United States company Verdant Frontiers, which recruits investors
for start-up companies in Ethiopia. Verde Beef’s vision, according to their website, is to “help
catalyze an industrial and agricultural revolution in Ethiopia, building upon recent
infrastructure development and a decade of double-digit growth in the country’s GDP and
create one billion dollars of total value in our companies by 2025 for the benefit of Ethiopia
and our investors.” They aim to become the largest cattle feedlot operation in Northern Africa,
with a targeted capacity to feed, process and export more than 130,000 carcasses per year. In
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Relatedly, I remember a conversation with one young man from Haroressa, the most distant rural area in the
ATJK woreda (see Box A in Chapter 3). He traveled a long way to work in construction at Verde Beef, because
he assumed the wages would be high with a ‘farenji’ company. He worked only a few months before
concluding that the low wages, difficult work, and cost of living in Bulbula were not worth it. He returned to
Haroressa.
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2016, they fed and ‘processed’ some 5,000 cattle, and in 2018, some 7,000, with plans to grow
to 70,000 cattle in just four years. They aim for a targeted investor return in excess of thirty
percent. Verdant Frontiers chose Ethiopia because of “progressive pro-business government,”
its strategic location for Middle Eastern and European markets, lack of competition, the
“compelling need for jobs and economic development to alleviate poverty,” and “unlimited
resources in affordable labor” (Verdant Frontiers, 2016)46.
The presence of Verde Beef directly affects Wayisso households in several ways, some
good and some bad. They built a well for the community. They employ young men in Wayisso
as manual laborers or older men as guards, thereby increasing incomes for some households in
Wayisso. They work with local elders on conflict mediation, and they pay them for this service.
However, many people in Wayisso felt that Verde Beef uses elders to address their own
concerns with the community (for example, telling people not to graze their cattle on Verde
Beef’s land), but they refuse to meaningfully address the issues that elders raise on behalf of
the Wayisso community. Verde Beef also cut down all of the trees that previously forested its
land in one fell swoop. The high number of cattle they process introduced as distinctly
distasteful stench when the winds waft westward. And most provocatively of all, in 2016, they
fenced off all of their land with an electric fence. In the final stage of this ‘enclosure,’ Verde
Beef hopes to build a fence across the main pathway from Wayisso to the central road. This is
the primary way families in Wayisso and more distant kebeles travel to the Awash river with
their cattle or access transportation to neighboring towns.
It is difficult to overstate how upset local families were about the fencing off of Verde
Beef’s land (See, for example, Box B from Chapter Five). This large piece of government land
served as collective grazing lands for decades, precisely because no one could claim it to farm.
The fencing of its borders thus significantly reduced the grazing lands available to Wayisso
households. This puts additional economic strain on rural households, who sell or rent their
cattle to supplement their income, further fueling the perception that rural livelihoods are no
longer viable.

46

The website has since changed its wording.
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Figure 38. Day Laborers Constructing Verde Beef's Electric Fence | June 2016
One afternoon, I listened to an elder share his grievances about Verde Beef, about the
government, about the impossible future they faced with no land to graze their cattle. He spoke
about the importance of that land since the time of Haile Selassie. Throughout the various staterun enterprises that took place on that land, they allowed the villagers to graze their cattle.
Punishments were minimal, and there was a “general understanding,” he said. The elder
continued, telling me that he had seen the Verde Beef manager recently, a Dutch man who
oversaw Verde Beef’s everyday functioning for the last several years:
We are praying to God. We are making a call to God just to remove him, to fire him
from this place. A man who wants to be a neighbor for the others, he should have a
good relationship with the neighbors. He has not had a good relationship with [us]. […]
He is closing the mouths of our cattle.
I asked how much land he would need to maintain four or five cattle, and he estimated about
five plots — one hectare and some. I then asked whether the land now held by Verde Beef
would even be enough to sustain their cattle. What would they do if the government decided
to give that land to Wayisso? His response surprised me, “Even if the government takes the
land from the private investor and they gave it to the people, we would try to kill each other to
take that land to plow. We would not use it as grazing land.”
Verde Beef, then, has accelerated the decline of cattle husbandry in the area through its
acquisition and fencing of this land, but they are not the only reason for this decline. How
households relate to land has fundamentally changed. Although certainly a hyperbole, the
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statement “we would try to kill each other to take that land to plow” reveals, relative to previous
generations, a significant shift in the social imaginary. Land is now the property of households,
an object of competition rather than cooperation, and its value lies in the income it can generate.
Today, farming a relatively small portion of land brings a greater income than trying to sustain
cattle upon it.
Yet, even better than farming is getting a foothold in the city. One afternoon in June 2016,
one Wayisso farmer arrived in Ziway to visit the hospital. He was struggling, his daughter told
me, with “tension.” He is anxious about his cattle. He still has many, a dozen or so, but no place
for them to graze. He sowed all of his land. “Since Verde Beef has built the fence,” his daughter
explained, “the cattle have nowhere to graze.” His daughter went to meet him at the hospital
and gave him some advice: “Sell your cattle. Just keep three or so. And with that money, buy
a place in town that you can rent to others.” He said it was a good idea, but it was new for him:
“I don’t know about these things.” She said she would help him.

The Migrant Labor Market
These foreign companies also have a profound impact on the nature of in-migration
into the ATJK woreda. Thousands of young men and women migrate from more distant areas
of Oromiya or the SNNPR to work at Sher, Verde Beef, or other foreign companies. This
movement has a long history. When Mussie, the German investor who opened a farm and cattle
ranch in Adami Tulu first opened his company in the mid-20th century, the first employees were
Wolayta.47 They settled in Adami Tulu and formed the beginnings of that town. Wage-work at
that time was a sign of poverty, as was living in town. “The poor settled those cities,” one elder
told me about the beginnings of Adami Tulu and Ziway.
During the time of the Derg, men from the Wolayta and Hadiya regions in the SNNPR
also started migrating seasonally for agricultural work. Usually, they came once or twice a year,
in between the sowing and harvest times of their own fields. Most lived with rural families,
working their land for a share of the harvest. A growing need for migrant labor in Wayisso was
due, in part, to rising levels of school attendance. Previously, households in Wayisso helped
each other with their fields, in a labor organization called debo, where ten to twenty households
helped plow each other’s land and shared oxen (see Hailu 2007). However, as more children
and young adults attend school, “they find it difficult to cover their own labor requirements let
47

According to a few elders, during early 20th century, Wolayta were sold to Oromo farmers in a regional slave
trade across different parts of Oromiya. These Wolayta left these families to work as wage-laborers with
Mussie. Although there is evidence that slavery a historically common practice across Ethiopia (Levine 2000), I
could not verify this particular slave trade through historical records.
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alone participate in that of others” (Hailu 2007: 87). Thus, over time, as formal education
expanded in the ATJK woreda, the need for migrant farm labor increased. Today, seasonal work
continues, where Wolayta or Hadiya families live and work with Wayisso households.
However, it is increasingly common to find day-laborers, who are paid per diem or per plot
worked.
I interviewed two such migrant workers, Abreham and Belete, who found work in
Wayisso by first coming to Ziway. In Ziway, there is a corner next to the telecommunications
shop where agricultural laborers hang out, waiting for work opportunities. There, Abreham and
Belete met Bekur, and Bekur convinced them to work for two families in Wayisso for 500 ETB
(~23 USD) per month. Around thirty years old, Abreham came from a rural kebele in the Areka
woreda of the SNNPR. He has a Grade 3 education, only one plot of land, and three children.
It is impossible for him to grow crops for profit; he can only grow enough to feed his family.
“We leave our birthplace for the sake of money,” he explained. “We go wherever there is
money. Wherever it is, if we hear that there is money there, we will travel there.” Before
arriving here, Abreham worked in a sugar cane factory as far north as the Afar area. The
payment was better — 500-600 ETB every two weeks — but the working conditions were too
difficult, and the cost of transport to and from home was very high. He decided to leave. “Now
I am employed here for 500 ETB per month and we live here in the rural area. […] But here,
for only 500 ETB, we are working 30 days. Everyday there is ploughing. Everyday there is
work.” He and Belete planned to leave at the end of the month. “We want to work at Verde
Beef. We’ve been told that there is work at Verde Beef. We are going to rent a house near the
road and work there.” They heard that you get paid 800 or 900 ETB per month as day laborers.
I asked Abreham whether he might actually make more money here in Wayisso.
Working in Wayisso, they get 500 ETB but they do not have to pay for housing and food. If
they work at Verde Beef, they make more, 900 ETB, but they would have to subtract the costs
of housing, food, and potentially transport, depending on where they found a room to rent.
Abreham’s friend, Belete, interjected, “Yeah, it seems like that. It seems better. But here we
don’t have any time to take a rest. We always, early morning, go to the land and plough. They
haven’t given us even one day of rest. They are using our labor. But at Verde Beef, they give
rest. They don’t have that much labor work. Even if it is difficult, it is not more difficult than
this one. This is the most difficult work that you can find. So that’s why we’ve decided to leave
this place.” Belete’s hope for the future was to become a merchant, to work and save enough
money to open a business in a town close to his home.
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Some weeks later, I was not surprised to hear Bekur mention that his hired help had
left. I told Bekur he should have given the workers more rest — at least one day off per week.
He defended himself by explaining that they only worked in the mornings, just two hours per
day! This was quite a different tale from the one Abreham and Belete told me, and did not
match the work I saw them doing throughout the day when I visited Bekur’s family.
Nevertheless, Bekur felt Abreham exaggerated his plight, and our friend Basha agreed. “They
may do two hard hours of work and feel like they have worked the whole day!” While having
this conversation, we passed another group of five Wolayta men uprooting the weeds that grew
around young corn stalks. These men were day laborers working for 150 ETB per plot (~7
USD). They live in Adami Tulu and share the payment between them. Four were young, and
one was old; none wore shoes.
After speaking with these men for a time, Bekur, Basha and I continued walking to
Wayisso. “150 birr per plot!” Bekur exclaimed. “Just four or five years ago it was only 20 birr,”
Basha added. “Then it rose to fifty. Then 120, and last year, to 150.” I asked why the costs were
rising so quickly. “Before there was no Sher or Verde Beef,” Bekur said. “After Sher, there is
less labor and the price for work has increased.” Indeed, there has long been some form of
wage work available with foreign and state companies before in the woreda, but the number of
jobs with foreign companies has risen exponentially in the last decade.

The Diversification and Multiplication of Labor
For young people with some degree of secondary education, work at Verde Beef and Sher
was looked down upon, unless you secured a higher-paid position within the companies’
administration. One manager at Sher, for example, earned 20,000 ETB per month. For those
who could not hope to achieve such a position, most turned their aspirations towards opening
their own business. While securing a government position was the most reliable and prestigious
form of professional work in the later years of the Derg and in the 1990s and early 2000s (see
also Mains 2013), becoming an “entrepreneur” is the new aspiration. Government work is no
longer the gold standard. It is “business” that offers the promise of significant change. The
following gives some examples of what ‘business’ concretely entails for young men and
women from Wayisso.
In the village, income-generating opportunities beyond farming are limited. One woman
prepared food to sell to Verde Beef workers, but this ended when Verde Beef began serving a
lunchtime meal to avoid long mid-day absences. Some women, of course, continue to sell small
goods, such as butter, at the local market in Adami Tulu, or buy a few goods, like sugarcane,
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to bring back to the village and sell there. One enterprising young man, Addisu, rents a large
truck and buys Wayisso farmers’ maize directly from them (see Figure 39). Before, farmers
would bring their maize to the market — which entails an additional expense if one does not
own a cart and donkeys — where they would sell one quintal (100 kilograms) for 400 ETB
(18.70 USD). Addisu buys the maize for the same price from the farmers, stores it in a
warehouse, and sells it later in the year for a higher price. This business requires the capital to
rent a truck and a scale, and enough cash readily available to give to farmers. His father already
built a warehouse in Wayisso, which Addisu uses. Addisu accessed this capital with the help
of his family and the savings of his wife, who returned from Dubai a year or so ago. Together,
they live in Wayisso, where there is no rent to pay, to save money before they move to Ziway.

Figure 39. Becoming a Middle Man: a Wayisso Farmer Buys His Neighbors’ Harvest
Most people in Wayisso directed their business ambitions towards opportunities in town.
As one college-graduate explained, “For the future, we need to change our life to business. My
family needs to sell their cattle and build a house to rent in the city. They need to change the
cattle system they have now to a more productive system.” Others had more humble ambitions,
but believed that ‘business’ is more productive than agricultural work. Hawa, a young mother
with a Grade 6 education, explained that living in the city meant you had an opportunity to earn
an income year-round, rather than relying on the annual harvest alone. “I know we can generate
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an income here [in Wayisso], but in the city, you can open a small business in front of your
residence.” The business need not be complex.
You create work around your living area. For example, if you buy wood from someone,
you can then sell that wood in front of your house. Here, in Wayisso, women spend most
of their time sitting, or going from here to there, or preparing meals, or just sitting during
the winter season. With farming, you work three or four months, and then after, you are
going to just sit. So, in this rest time, you could create work in the urban area.
Work, then, becomes something you can do year-round, rather than seasonally.
Ziway is a boom-town, blooming in population and entrepreneurship. The population
grew from 20,056 at the time of the 1994 census, after the new government took power, to
43,660 by the 2007 census, and is likely over some 60,000 today. Ziway’s main roads are lined
with an ever-new array of shops: restaurants and coffee houses; stationary and corner shops;
mobile phone stores and pool houses; a lawyer’s office and pharmacies; clothing stores and
tailors; furniture shops and film houses (most often showing football matches); butcher stands;
hotels… Not to mention throngs of bajaj taxis — three wheeled auto-rickshaws imported from
India and the primary means of transport around Ziway (see Figure 40). Bajaj drivers are
exclusively male, often young. A common aspiration of young men from rural areas who fail
to pass the national examination after Grade 1048 is to become a bajaj driver in the city. In fact,
several young men from Wayisso drive bajaj’s or their larger counterpart, ‘damas’— minibuses
that transport people and goods only between Ziway and Adami Tulu.
Bosha, for example, drives a damas between Adami Tulu and Ziway every day. When I
first met Bosha, he was lounging in a mostly empty room that contained a few stacks of large,
plastic-wrapped cases of bottled water. His family applied for the space as part of a
government-sponsored scheme to stimulate micro-enterprise. They paid a low-rent and could
use the space along the main road for 5 years, after which, if they are successful, they should
be able to use their profit to relocate their business elsewhere. Born in Wayisso, Bosha left to
attend school in Adami Tulu and then Ziway, making it to Grade Ten. Aged twenty-two in
2016, he now sold water with this family business and was considering his future options.
When he was young, Bosha planned to become a teacher, but this once prestigious form of
work has lost its social standing and allure in recent years. Often poorly paid, government
teachers work at schools wherever they are assigned — which could be a far-away rural area.
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As Chapter 8 details, the national exam at Grade 10 determines who can continue onto preparatory school and
thus compete for university. Those who fail can attend vocational school or other diploma-granting institutions.
The Grade 10 exam is an important moment of transition for those who make it to that point in their formal
schooling. It presents a cross-road, where young people have to decide whether to continue to invest in
education or pursue other forms of work.
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Bosha decided he would rather stay in Ziway, and with the profit his family earned from selling
water, among many other small-scale business endeavors, they eventually purchased a small
car to transport people the seven kilometers between Adami Tulu and Ziway. Now Bosha earns
more as a driver than he could have as a teacher, he explained when I met him again in 2018.

Figure 40. A Newly Constructed Road in Ziway | 2016
Bosha’s family is an enterprising one. Like many households in Wayisso, they find
creative ways to develop alternative income-generating work while maintaining agricultural
incomes. Of the seventy-three households surveyed, seventeen (23.3 percent) had both a house
in Wayisso and a house in town (7 in Lineage 1, 6 in Lineage 2, and 4 in Lineage 3). Fortythree households (58.9 percent) had hired labor migrants to help at some point with their farm
work, this after a year of drought — a sign that the able-bodied men of the household were
directing their energies elsewhere.
Table 16 shows the primary occupations of men and women surveyed. For men over the
age of twenty, who were born in Wayisso, farming remains the main occupation of most (55.7
percent). However, in addition to what they reported as their primary occupations, many engage
in alternative income-generating activities. For those who were first and foremost farmers (83
men), work at Verde Beef was also relatively common (24 men). For men who did not list
farming as their primary occupation (66 men), twenty-four listed farming as an additional
source of revenue; most of these are men living and studying or working elsewhere in non-
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farm activities. For women, most are housewives (hadha mana). The main alternatives for
women are education (much less common for women over the age of twenty), work with
private companies (5), or migrating abroad as a domestic worker (7). The most common
alternative source of income for hadha mana’s is selling goods in Adami Tulu, which twenty
women reported doing.
Table 16. The Primary Occupations of Men and Women in/from Wayisso
Primary Occupation

Men

Women

N

%

N

%

Hadha Mana (“housewife”)

0

0.0

143

80.3

Farmer

83

55.7

1

0.6

Student

17

11.4

10

5.6

Government Employee

12

8.1

3

1.7

Teacher

9

6.0

0

0.0

Domestic Worker (Abroad)

0

0.0

7

3.9

Small Business Owner

6

4.0

2

1.1

Verde Beef

4

2.7

1

0.6

Employment (with Private Company)

0

0.0

5

2.8

Driver (with Private Company)

5

3.4

0

0.0

Driver (Bajaj)

4

2.7

0

0.0

Other

9

6.0

6

3.4

Total

149

100

178

100

Source: Household survey; includes adults older than 20 years

Those who can get a foothold in urban markets often straddle rural and urban lives. Most
men who leave Wayisso, for example, maintain their land-holdings in the village. That land
provides additional revenue to supplement the earnings of their primary occupation elsewhere.
Usha, for example, is a young man, newly married, trying to build a new life in Ziway. Today,
Usha manages several strategies to realize a better future for his family: he farms his six plots
in Wayisso, he studies for an accounting degree at Oromia Regional University (previously
Public Service College Oromia), and recently began another business on the side: selling eggs
from a hen farm he keeps in Wayisso. Let me go a bit more into detail to show what Usha’s
economic life looks like.
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Usha was lucky to find a room in a compound in Ziway for 350 ETB/month. Usually
such a room would be 500-600 ETB, he said. Food, for himself, his wife, and now his baby,
costs roughly 500 ETB per month. For rent and food alone, for a year, requires 10,200 ETB
(~475 USD), not including the costs of clothing, transportation, house supplies, and his school
fees, which average 940 ETB per semester. To cover the costs of urban life from farming alone
is difficult, if not impossible. Usha does not have very fertile land, and in 2016, after the
drought, his plots failed to produce even one quintal49 for the market. In 2017, fortunately, the
rain was plentiful. When rain is abundant, one of his plots produces, on average, about four
quintals of maize, or around twelve to fourteen quintals per hectare. The price received per
quintal (100 kilograms) varies depending on when you sell it. For those who sell immediately,
because they need the money, they get 400 or 450 ETB per quintal. For those who wait, the
price increases, up to 800 ETB in July or August. It even hit 1000 ETB per quintal one August.
For those who can afford to wait for the supply to decrease, the profit is higher. Usha is not
always able to wait, but he tries his best.
In 2018, the rain looked promising, but it stopped suddenly. His land was only producing
one or two quintals per plot. I asked Usha how he will manage the income scarcity with the
costs of living in Ziway. He told me about a side business he developed: raising chickens in
Wayisso to sell their eggs in Ziway. Using money sent by his cousin Ademtuu in London, Usha
invested 12,000 ETB in the project. He started with forty-two birds in March. Two died, and
now he has thirty-eight hens and two roosters. They only started laying eggs in June; by August,
they were producing twenty-five to thirty eggs per day. To sustain these birds requires a lot.
They eat fifty kilograms of feed per week, which costs 620 ETB per week. Usha pays for
transport twice a week to pick up the eggs and deliver them to his customers in Ziway — mostly
corner shop owners. He generates, after costs, about 400 ETB per month. Usha wants to buy
his own motorbike to reduce the costs of transportation to and from Wayisso and to enable him
to carry more with him. Using the minibus taxi’s, he cannot bring a week’s worth of eggs at
once. Once this business is strong, and he has made back his initial investment, he wants to
expand into sheep. He said he would ideally like to live in Wayisso. It’s just not really feasible
for him because there is no water or electricity there, and he doesn’t want to raise his family
under those conditions.
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One quintal is equivalent to 100 kilograms. It is the most common unit of measurement for harvest yields and
market prices.
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Rabira is another example of someone who lives in Ziway, but maintains his land in
Wayisso. He recently graduated with a bachelor’s degree in law from a private institution called
Rift Valley University. After graduating he worked for a non-profit organization, coordinating
their education program. He lives with his wife and two young children in a two-room house
on the outskirts of Ziway. They keep a goat and two chickens, and his wife grows a few
vegetables in the patch of land in front of their house. During sowing season, Rabira struggles
to balance his work requirements in town and the needs of his land.
One day I was visiting Rabira’s family in Wayisso. His mother, Shuko, prepared coffee,
and his brother, Bilisuma, was telling me his thoughts about Verde Beef. His eight children
circled around us like quiet cats. Rabira stood apart from the others with his clean white buttondown shirt, jeans and white-trimmed shoes. After we finished our three cups of coffee, we
turned to the fields. Since it was ploughing season, Rabira offered to show me how to use a
plow. He took the plow from one of the hired farm laborers working on Bilisuma’s plots.
Behind the cattle in his fancy white shirt, Rabira looked silly. His shoes filled with the dusty
soil, and whatever goofiness he naturally exuded was magnified ten times over behind the plow.
His older brother laughed and pushed him away. He would show me how it was really done.
Barefoot and sure-footed, he guided the plow through the soil in a straight line, the freshly
opened earth drawing little birds to see what critters had been unearthed. After the
demonstration, Bilisuma turned to his brother and reminded him that he needed to tend to his
own fields. Their conversation became serious. Bilisuma exhorted Rabira that the window for
ploughing was narrowing. Rabira rubbed his head and kicked the dust. He decided to stay that
night in Wayisso to assemble a group of people to help with his land the next morning.
The following morning, I met Rabira in his fields. Despite his overnight efforts, he was
not able to find enough manpower. Bilisuma was working at Verde Beef, and his hired help
working other plots. His brother Bilisuma offered his own children to help. “How much do you
pay for them?” I asked. “For the children??” he responded, confused. I quickly realized it was
a stupid question. There were four oxen. Two were Rabira’s — he rented one for 1600 ETB for
the season — and two were his neighbor’s. Bilisuma’s oldest boy drove one pair and the smaller
two would switch off driving the other pair. Rabira left around noon, first for a work meeting,
and when he returned later in the day, he brought food with him. Rabira’s example is a telling
one. He would not be able to maintain farming in Wayisso as an additional revenue stream for
himself and his family if he did not have family members in Wayisso that support him.
Likewise, when Bilisuma’s family faced times of need, particularly when the next harvest still
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several months away, Rabira — because of his steadier income in the city — was able to help
out.50

Figure 41. A Child Driving Oxen on His Uncle's Land
When migration is only analyzed as a rural to urban change in residence, this can miss
the degree to which rural places remain a part of an individual’s field of activity. As Usha’s
example showed, sustaining an urban life can depend upon income-generating pursuits in
Wayisso. Rabira’s example showed how this dynamic applies across households. Those who
remain in Wayisso help tend to the land of urbanites. At the same time, those living in town
often help family members in Wayisso with the income they earn: through supporting the
education of nieces and nephews through schooling, helping family members in times of need
or celebration (for example, a wedding or funeral). Money is thus shared across households
within a family group. The migration of some to urban areas diversifies the income available
to a household when major expenses are required. This is one of the basic insights of New
Economics Labor Migration theory, first espoused by Stark and Bloom (1985), which showed
how mobility and immobility are often part of the same household livelihood strategy to
diversify income and reduce risk. Yet, in Wayisso, a ‘household’ frame is limited. Those
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Rabira later found a government job managing a warehouse in Afar. Now too distant to maintain his rural
landholdings, Rabira has leased the land to another farmer in Wayisso; that farmer oversees labor, and Rabira
takes a share of the profits.
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households that stayed in the village played a key role in supporting other individuals’ (and
their households’) migration projects, who in time, would support their kin in the village. In
this light, risk diversification does not happen just within a household. Rural-urban ties and
income support occurs across households within a common family group.

Conclusion
The State clearly played an important role in shaping Wayisso’s migration history. Once
a ‘peripheral’ region of the Empire, the gradual incorporation of Wayisso into the modern
Ethiopian nation-state meant that the state began to exercise a greater influence on local lives
and livelihoods. Power traditionally held within the gada system gave way to the administrative
logic of the nation-state. The empire introduced taxes, new political positions, and land
allocation practices that led more powerful families to make personal claims on what remained,
in practice, communal grazing lands. Although farming was not the primary occupation of
peoples in the ATJK woreda, a few began experimenting with it. The development policies of
the communist Derg then accelerated a process of settling down in Wayisso, some of the most
influential policies being the nationalization of land; the creation of Peasant Associations that
registered people to land; and the provision of goods and services that required registration
within a Peasant Association. These policies accelerated a transition into agrarian livelihoods
in the 1970s and 1980s, and fundamentally reshaped the political-economic order upon which
these new livelihoods were built.
Settlement, then, was a key part of ‘modernization’ in Wayisso. After all, there is little
room for semi-nomadic pastoral ways of life in modern nation-state configurations. Whether
socialist or capitalist, modern states are built upon a sedentary logic that assumes people are
naturally “rooted” to particular places (Malkki 1991). The rooting of people to place is essential
for the government to know who is where, to collect taxes, to impose law and order and provide
services. The policies pursued by the state both assume and enforce this sedentary logic
(Bakewell 2008). Common definitions of migration — movement from one place of residence
to another, across a state-designated administrative boundary — are only viable within this
sedentary frame.
Through settlement, new forms of migration emerged in the decades after (see Table 17).
The second mobility transition, notably a rural-urban shift in migration patterns, primarily took
place under the EPRDF, from the 1990s onwards. These new kinds of urban-centric movements
out of Wayisso reflect the more urban- and market-oriented development policies of the new
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federalist government. A self-titled development state, the EPRDF accelerated an urbantransition through its pursuit of rapid economic growth, its embrace of market-forces, and
giving up on agriculture as the cornerstone of economic development. At the same time,
Wayisso became increasingly connected to urban areas, through infrastructure development
that reduced the time required to travel to Adami Tulu or Ziway, and through the spread of
formal education. Chapter Eight examines these elements, education and infrastructure, more
closely.
Table 17. Summary of Migration Types to/from Wayisso by Regime Period
1880s -1960s

1970’s-1980s

1990’s-present

Imperial Regime

Communist Regime

Developmental State

§ Semi-nomadic pastoral
movement
§ Marriage migration

§ Semi-nomadic pastoral
movement
§ Marriage migration
§ Migration for education
§ Migration for government work
§ Military or labor conscription

Types of Internal Mobility
§
§
§
§
§

Marriage migration
Migration for education
Migration for government work
Seasonal rural-urban mobility
Migration for work in industry
or service sector

Types of International Mobility
§ Hajj

§ Hajj
§ Labor migration to Middle East
§ Migration to Europe for
education

Types of In-Migration
§ Seasonal farm workers

Although these political and migration transitions were rapid, the respective livelihood
patterns each regime encouraged blur into each other. Pastoral tendencies persisted for a long
time after the transition to farming was more or less complete; young and old still have a high
regard for cattle, which remain a sign of wealth and status. Similarly, the transition out of
farming and to the city does not mean people abandon agriculture entirely. Rather, individuals
and families straddle rural and urban lives – seeking out new forms of income generation in
town while maintaining their farmlands in the village. This is one of the key insights of New
Economics Labor Migration (Stark and Bloom 1985), which explains that rural households
often use migration to diversify their incomes and protect against risks. But rather than using
rural-urban migration as a strategy to sustain and insure their center of gravity in rural areas,
households in Wayisso seek to shift their center of gravity to urban areas. And once there, they
use their rural land to supplement and sustain an urban life.
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What is distinct about the second migration transition is the unequal access to it. Under
the Derg, ‘settlement’ was possible for all because land was allocated to every household. No
one remained ‘trapped’ in pastoral livelihoods. In the second rural-urban migration transition,
however, migration is only possible for those households with enough discretionary income to
invest in a migration project, whether that be sending their children to school in town, leasing
land, or setting up a business. Thus, households who can invest in rural-urban migration are
those with access to more discretionary income. This chapter suggests that long-standing
inequalities in access to land, established under Haile Selassie, persisted under the Derg, and
influenced which families could invest in migration under the current government. It confirms
that inequalities are not new to this society, but what is new is the way that inequalities shape
how people can and cannot move.
The next chapters will show how this unequal access to the city introduces a new
existential experience for many people in Wayisso, what Carling (2002) refers to as
‘involuntary immobility’: the feeling of being ‘trapped’ where one is, unable to realize one’s
aspirations to leave. This feeling of being ‘trapped’ highlights the powerful role of aspirations
in driving migration out of Wayisso. Chapter Nine shows that aspirations never consolidated
around agriculture; the ‘good life’ was never really an agrarian one. It was pastoral, a life of
milk, butter, honey and green pastures, until it was not. Even though households embraced the
material benefits of farming under the Derg, this shift in livelihood owes much to the structural
shifts brought by the communist regime, most notably the establishment of Peasant Association
and the allocation of goods and services to peoples within these Peasant Associations. During
periods of drought under the Derg, many returned to pastoral livelihoods, what they saw as
better and more ‘productive’ – a setback for the social regime’s development agenda.
Movement to the city, however, although it owes much to the policies of the
developmental state, is largely driven by aspirations for a ‘better life.’ This helps explain why
people in Wayisso are so quick to give up on farming lifestyles, and why the ‘good life,’ in just
two generations, became an urban one. It was common to hear from locals that the Oromo
“hate farming”; it is not a deep-seating tradition like it is for the Wolayta or Hadiya. It is hard
work, something they came into (relatively) recently, and something they are not too upset to
give up. But to understand why aspirations have shifted, we have to look beyond the state, to
other dimensions of the social realm. The following chapters examine two of the most
important: the expansion of the market and the commodification of social practices (Chapter
Seven), and the expansion of formal education (Chapter Eight).
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Chapter 7. The Market
The last chapter detailed how the political-economic transformations pursued by
different Ethiopian states reconfigured the socioeconomic landscape within which people
pursue their livelihoods. Equally profound are corresponding transformations in how people
conceive of ‘livelihoods.’ Today, a good livelihood is measured not in cattle, but in income.
This has fundamental implications for how people think about work, and how they think about
migration. The ‘migration decision-making’ of earlier generations of semi-nomadic
pastoralists was shaped by concerns for climate, and where they could best graze their cattle or
rest for a season. Today, migration decision-making is along a few, specified pathways and
motivated by the pursuit of money – not simply for money’s sake, but because of the social,
economic and spatial mobility that money can buy in ‘modern’ society.
The expansion of the market is key to understanding modern society. Karl Polanyi (1944)
even describes modern society as ‘Market Society.’ He suggests that the modern nation-state
and the modern market economy are not discrete entities, but rather a single human invention.
Polanyi shows how the expansion of the market economy, over other economic forms grounded
in redistribution or reciprocity, leads to fundamental shifts at the level of social institutions and
the social imaginary. New economic mentalities, in particular an embrace of market
‘rationality’ and the profit motive, are thus part-and-parcel of the great economic
transformations we associate with ‘modernity.’51 In a similar vein, as Streeck (2012) argues in
relation to the contemporary capitalism, the ways in which people come to see themselves as
consumers, what they perceive as ‘needs,’ and how they experience satisfaction or discontent
remain rarely examined, yet these are central to the study of economic systems.
The purpose of this chapter is to consider the implications of expanding market forces on
economic reasoning and migration decision-making in Wayisso. First, I describe the growth of
the market in Adami Tulu to illustrate what the expansion of the ‘market’ entailed in this region
of Ethiopia. Then, I consider the impacts of expanding market forces on the transformation of
two fundamentally social practices — marriage and conflict mediation. Ethnographic accounts
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Similarly, Heilbroner (1999) argues in relation to the idea of the ‘profit-motive’: “it may strike us as odd that
the idea of gain is a relatively modern one; we are schooled to believe that man is essentially an acquisitive
creator and that left to himself he will behave as any self-respecting businessman would. The profit motive, we
are constantly being told, is as old as man himself. But it is not. The profit motive as we know it is only as old
as ‘modern man.’” (1999: 24). While there may have been individuals or particular social groups in humanity’s
history who were driven by the pursuit of material accumulation, the notion that every individual should
constantly strive to better his or her material lot is conspicuously absent in most of humanity’s history. The
orientation of everyday aspirations towards personal gain “is as modern an invention as printing” (Heilbronner
1999: 24-25).
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illustrate what the commodification52 of these social practices looks like, as well as the
creolization of traditional Oromo practices with more ‘modern’ forms (see also Hannerz 1987).
A common thread across both examples is the increasingly central place of money within these
social processes, and the conspicuous inequalities this introduces. I show that although
economic inequalities have long existed, wealth was measured in cattle and inequalities could
stretch only as far as the size of one’s herds. Further, the consumable goods through which one
could display one’s wealth were relatively limited. Today, however, wealth is measured in
money. More and more, managing everyday needs, material improvement, social and spatial
mobility require money. And if the purpose of one’s work is to accumulate money, perhaps
there are better ways than pastoralism or farming to get it.
Second, I suggest that as people orient their livelihood strategies around the acquisition
of income, migration is a natural consequence – because higher incomes are something to be
had in urban places ‘elsewhere,’ whether Ziway or Dubai. In the last chapter, I showed how
young men balance rural and urban income-generation opportunities in the context of smallscale urbanization. In the second half of this chapter, I focus on the migration of young women
to the Middle East as domestic workers. I contextualize their economic reasoning and migration
decision-making, and show how the desire to earn a higher income abroad relates to gendered
opportunities and constraints at home. I show why the ‘profit motive’ emerges as a motivation
for migration, but to be clear, this does not mean individuals are reduced to a homo economicus
as the forces of modernity proceed. The rise of the ‘profit-motive’ says less about human nature
than it does the commodification of social and economic life.

The Expansion of the ‘Market’ in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha Woreda
When I use the term ‘market,’ I use it in a broad sociological sense, to refer to the social
structures through which people engage in material exchange. In this sense, ‘markets’ have
always existed in this region of Oromiya. However, the nature of the markets, the role of
money, the types of goods exchanged, and the inequalities that shape participation in the market
have transformed over the last several generations.
Consider the market in Adami Tulu. In the early 20th century, before the Adami Tulu
emerged, the main market for this region was in Boramo, a rural area to the north of where
Wayisso lies today. People gathered for material and social exchange: local peoples bartered
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When I used the term ‘commodification,’ I mean the transformation of goods, labor and services into objects
of monetary exchange (see Appadurai 2005).
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meat, butter, grains, cloth, and other goods; gada fathers, or local leaders, met for negotiations.
After government taxes were introduced, in the early and mid-20th century, other cash markets
began to emerge, including cattle markets in towns along the main road: Meki to the North and
Jido to the South. Not far from Boramo was a small town, Adami Tulu, a town that was initially,
as one elder described, “settled by the poor.” In the 1940s and 1950s, labor migrants began to
settle in Adami Tulu to work at ‘Gerbi,’ a foreign-owned farm (see Chapter Six), and as the
town grew, so did its market. By the 1960s, the Boramo market had moved to Adami Tulu. In
fact, the oldest living generations still call Adami Tulu’s market day, ‘Boramo day.’
When the market moved from a rural to an urban area, bartering became less common.
Money was a more efficient means of exchange for a growing number of goods. Because
Adami Tulu was located along a main road, it facilitated the participation of other merchants
from further afield, including the Guragee, an ethnic group renowned in business across
Ethiopia, who also began to set up residences in Adami Tulu. The market became the heart of
the town, and further fueled the town’s growth.
When the Derg took power in the 1970s, the market’s growth slowed. As Chapter Six
details, people increasingly accessed material resources through the state, in particular the
agargelots established to distribute basic goods. The weekly market was no longer the primary
place to access new goods. Although the weekly market in Adami Tulu continued, it did not
substantially grow under the communist government. However, after the fall of the Derg, and
the rise of a more market-oriented developmental state, the growth of the town and its market
accelerated again.
Today, Adami Tulu’s market is hardly confined to a weekly event. The market is
everywhere: in the proliferation of restaurants, hotels, corner shops, film houses, house rentals
and everyday material exchanges taking place across town. There remains a “market day” in
Adami Tulu, which falls on Wednesday and draws buyers and sellers from longer distances.
Yet, that weekly market is one part of a more diffuse system of monetized exchanges that
spread across Adami Tulu. The town itself became the market. When people aspire to move to
the town, to live and work in town — much of these aspirations are animated by the desire to
participate in, and benefit materially from, this ever-expanding market.

From Cattle to Capital: the ‘Modernization’ of Social Practices
As the reach of the market expands in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda, its
implications extend far beyond the economic domain. In fact, the growth of the market depends
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upon the continued commodification of various dimensions of social life. The following
section gives two examples of how two fundamentally social practices, conflict mediation and
marriage, changed in recent years. The purpose of this section is to 1) illustrate what
commodification of social practices looks like in everyday life (and by commodification, I
mean the transformation of goods and services into objects of monetary exchange); and 2) to
show how these economic transformations interact with long-standing sociocultural practices.
The latter is important to counter homogenizing narratives about ‘modernization’ that
implicitly or explicitly assume modernization equals ‘Westernization.’ Rather, these examples
illustrate a creolization of ‘modern’ practices with traditional Oromo forms (see Hannerz
1987).

Conflict-Resolution
While a hierarchical system of kingship governed ancient Abyssinia, the Oromo
kingdom to the South was organized differently, through the sirna gadaa, or gada system.
Originally, the gada system oversaw all aspects of social life: the political, economic, and
cultural affairs of society, including the traditional Oromo religion (Waaqeffannaa), the
adoption of other conquered peoples into the community (mogassa), conflict resolution
(araara), marriage law (rakoo), among others. However, as Chapter Six details, the cohesive
functioning of the gada system declined over time for several reasons. As Oromo peoples
expanded, internal differentiation and divisiveness increased (Hassen 1990). When the
Abyssinian empire conquered the Oromos, this introduced competing political powers and
institutions (for more on this, see Sorensen 1990; Holcomb and Ibssa, 1990; Ficquet and
Feyissa 2015). Eventually the political and economic affairs traditionally governed by the gada
system were replaced by modern nation-state institutions.
The gada system continued functioning in the ATJK woreda under Haile Selassie’s
imperial regime, but the Derg made a more vigorous attempt to replace all local, traditional,
and ethnically-based social institutions and imaginaries with a unified vision of Ethiopia and a
common political structure. The local language, Afaan Oromo, was denied a place in public
affairs.53 Under the Derg regime, the priority was to create a national identity and a
sophisticated administrative structure founded upon Peasant Associations. Civil servants
mediated between local peoples and the bureaucratic state. If someone killed another person,
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Although the prohibition of Afaan Oromo is often attributed to the Derg, this was also part of the Empire’s
nation-building efforts as well. In 1942, Haile Selassie instituted a policy placing Amharic as the national
language, which then continued through the Derg regime (see Hassen 2000).
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for example, the gada system would have mediated between families, in an effort to create
peace so that they can live together. Under Haile Selassie, and more forcefully under the Derg,
the procedure of going to jail was introduced to the region.
When the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) overthrew the
Derg and took power in 1991, the constitution they drafted and adopted in 1994 took a very
different approach to the ethnic diversity of Ethiopia and to the gada system. The constitution
established a federation of ethnic states, each of which chose the native language(s) to be taught
in elementary schools. English, not Amharic, became the primary language for higher levels.
In Oromiya, the government incorporated the gada system within a framework of legal
pluralism. Yet, by this point, the gada system no longer functioned as it once did. What remains
is the Gada grade — five elected gada fathers, whose primary function is to oversee conflict
mediation in their respective areas. Rather than electing gada fathers along tribal or family
lines, as was the case in early 20th century, the gada fathers serve within the administrative
boundaries set by the state: at the level of the woreda, for example, or for all of Oromiya.
Today the primary task of the gada fathers is to oversee disagreements and conflict
mediations — for example, concerning land disputes, thefts, or mediation with foreign
companies – as an ‘informal’ legal pathway within a framework of legal pluralism. To give
one example of the functioning of the gada system in the mid-1990s: when some of the
previously government-held land from Habernoosa Ranch, bordering Wayisso, became
available, a group of men came together and proposed a collective micro-enterprise project to
the government to acquire the land. They received it. In reality, there was no collective
endeavor; they divided the land amongst themselves. Two years later, a dispute arose among
some of these individuals over the land division. When Rabuma, a young man living in
Wayisso, heard this, he went at midnight to sow seeds and thereby claim four of the plots as
his own. This act outraged the man who ‘owned’ this land, and he accused Rabuma formally
in court. However, Rabuma convinced the court and the accuser to negotiate through the gada
fathers. After much consultation, the gada fathers decided that the land should go to Rabuma.
They reasoned that the man who had claimed this land already had a lot of land, yet this young
man did not have any land, nor did his father have much to give him, so it was right that he
should have this one hectare.
Normally, the parties involved in the conflict-mediation process give something to the
gada fathers as a sign of gratitude. As one young man explained, “There is a big benefit to
being a gada father. For example, if I kill someone from your family, I have to give money and
cattle to the Abba Gada, otherwise they will not create peace for me.” The position is therefore
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coveted, and pursued by the informal campaigns of individuals and families. As one elder
explained:
The gada fathers are selected by the community. The government calls a community
meeting, where the people suggest their candidates and select them. But before this
selection, there are many things that are done to be a gada father. Someone will talk
about another person a lot. They may say, ‘Oh, the next gada father should be Hassan.
Hassan is very fast. He is able to speak. He is able to convince others.’ They sing about
that person. […] Also the person himself will be so active, always talking to people. In
a meeting, for example, he will talk a lot and someone will think, oh! This person should
be a gada father! They talk a lot because they want to be selected. They are going to get
cattle and money.
In theory, the gada system should be available to all Oromo as an alternative to formal court
proceedings. In reality, however, eliciting the assistance of the gada fathers can be expensive,
and informal negotiations often require a significant degree of material exchange — to the gada
fathers and between the parties themselves. Although material gifts have long been part of the
gada negotiations, money now occupies a central place in the conflict mediation process. To
illustrate what this looks like in practice today, the following details the various stages of the
reconciliation process between one man from Adama, who accidentally hit and killed a young
father outside of Ziway, and the family of the deceased. The following is taken from my field
notes.
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The gada system in practice. Field notes [edited]. 9-19 June 2016.
9 June 2016
Before going to Adami Tulu, we ran into Galeto, who has been busy negotiating with a family who
lost a young father. A man from Adama was driving through Ziway on his way home and popped his
tire just outside the city, causing him to swerve and hit another man, killing him. It was a terrible
accident. The deceased had one wife and two little girls. Galeto was called as part of the gada process
to help with the negotiation. Negotiation with the family includes, at least, some kind of payment to
the family (some 22,000 ETB) and covering the expenses of the funeral (1460 ETB). If the family
accepts, the driver, Bahir, will use the gada fathers and reconcile according to their negotiations. If the
family does not, they can present a witness at the court proceedings in Adama, and Bahir will be
prosecuted through the formal court system, which means he will most likely go to jail. If the police
and court system get involved, it complicates things. We will see. On Saturday there is a meeting
planned with the family of the deceased, as a way of showing solidarity and support, and I was told I
can join.
10 June 2016
We went to see Bahir at the prison in Ziway this morning. It wasn’t the huge federal prison that is
under construction past the market, but the smaller, more local one. It’s quite an unimpressive scene,
located on the North side of the city, off one of the side streets. The prison is just a two-room building
with open doors and an outside area fenced with a rather pathetic hodgepodge of barbed wire, wood,
and metal. People can simply come and talk to the prisoners through the fence. It was informal and
casual. Two policemen looked on lazily from the porch of their building.
Bahir was dressed well, with a collared shirt buttoned up to the top, a jacket, and a baseball cap. He
was clean. He was obviously embarrassed to be there. He shrugged my condolences off and asked me
about my stay, about my research. It’s been a few days that he has been in prison now. On Monday he
goes to the court in Adama, and if all goes well, he can be released on bail. The gada elders, including
Galeto, went to the victim’s family to negotiate and bring about some kind of reconciliation. But the
formal courts are also part of the process now — presumably because this was not simply a land
dispute or family conflict, but someone actually died.
Traffic accidents are, after malaria, the number one cause of death in Ethiopia, according to my
physician friend Mitikine. He said that in Addis, around 1-2 people die every day from a traffic
accident. And so the government has become very strict in punishment, hoping to dissuade bad
driving. The normal sentence for someone in Bahir’s situation is 15 years. If you don’t pay a bribe,
they don’t let you go, and the system does what it does: imprisonment for a very long time. Whenever
you go to a government office, Mitikine said, “they expect a payment for everything.” You can always
justify paying a bribe, another man explained, by saying that the government doesn’t pay the police
enough. If they did, corruption wouldn’t be necessary to them as a source of income.
10 June 2018
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Tomorrow we are going to the home of the deceased for some sort of gathering. It’s part of the
reconciliation process. Mootiti and Shula told me that I have to cry when I am there. That “it is our
culture. If you don’t cry, it’s really bad. Cry even if you don’t care, even if you don’t feel anything.
You have to fake it!” They were laughing so hard as they were sharing this with me, because I looked
somewhat incredulous. I’m actually wondering what I’m going to do tomorrow. I can’t summon tears
on command!
11 June 2018
This morning I went to a gathering for the victim of the car accident. It wasn’t a funeral, because he
has already been buried, but it was part of the grieving and negotiation process. A large number of
people gathered this morning as part of Bahir’s “group,” and they hired a bus to drive us to the village
outside Abosa where the deceased lived. Someone went around with a list and wrote everyone’s name
down; people would give donations of 20-30 ETB each for the family of the deceased. We waited for
an hour and a half or so for everyone and the bus to arrive.
Two gada fathers arrived. Old men with beards and Muslim caps. A white shawl over their shoulders.
One had a stick. Before the gada fathers would do this as a service, Kidane explained, but now it is a
job. Bahir payed them to negotiate with this family. And our visiting today was a key part of that
negotiation process. It was a way for people to show up, to show their grief, and help Bahir in his
negotiation. The court date in Adama is on Monday. As long as no witnesses are produced by this
family or the police, all should go easily and Bahir should be out on bail.
The drive was only fifteen minutes, all of us packed into a bus. When we arrived, a few trucks were
already there. We got out and waited. The women all wore black shawls over their heads, a sign of
mourning. Those who didn’t have a black shawl wore a colored one. One woman had a white one,
which I was relieved to see, because I only had a white one. The elders went first. We waited there for
about ten minutes, until there was a signal to come. And then we started walking towards their home.
There were about fifty of us. As the home came into sight, the wailing began. It was soft at first, but
grew quickly. Cries, shouts, wailing. It grew louder as we approached their home. A man next to me
was crying real tears and shouting to the skies with raised fists.
Maybe thirty people were already sitting under a large tree in front of the family compound. There
were two square houses with iron roofs. In front of the house on the left, there were about fifteen
women. Two were holding a young woman who was simultaneously trying to run towards us and
collapsing on the ground. She was weeping and shouting. She must have been his wife. To the right
of the women were about twenty men: one older man crying desperately, his father I assume, and other
young men who must have been his age, then children. Just walking in circles and crying.
We came to the tree and everyone from our party sat on the benches arranged in a circle under it. The
crying continued, and I started to cry myself. I couldn’t help but be moved by the raw display of
emotion. But as soon as I started to cry, we stood up and started walking back to the bus. What? I
wondered. That was it? We had sat there for a maximum of two minutes. It was incredibly short. We
just walked up crying, sat down, and then left. The gada fathers stayed afterwards, but all of Bahir’s
party left. When I asked why later, I heard two explanations. One, the most convincing, is that we are
the enemy. They are not happy with us. We just need to show our support and our grief, and get out of
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there. The other explanation was that the young man died quickly in a car crash, so the ritual was
quick. If it had taken him a month to die, we would have stayed longer.
I kept thinking about the widow. Women almost always come from outside when they marry. Common
practice here is for widows to marry their husband’s brother, so that he can take care of her, but even
more so, so that he can take care of his brother’s children. If a widow were to marry again, outside the
family or ethnic group, the children may not be seen as part of that new family. If the brother marries
her, however, the children are kept in the family.
19 June 2019
Last night was the final stage of Bahir’s reconciliation with the family of the deceased. The family did
not send any witnesses to the court proceedings in Adama and Bahir was released on bail last Monday.
At least one hundred people of the deceased’s family came, mostly men, but around thirty women.
Then there were around fifty people who came to support Bahir, networks of friends who had been
asked to come. This meeting was held at the Sher Clubhouse, one of the nicest meeting halls in town.
It began with the two groups waiting outside, standing apart; many were watching the Sher owner’s
colts and camels running around a fenced area next to Clubhouse. Soon after Bahir arrived, we began.
One woman from each ‘side’ came together and started by sprinkling a fermented honey drink on the
ground as they walked into the clubhouse. Others followed. It was symbolic of overcoming a very
bitter obstacle. Now they were sprinkling a sweet drink upon the ground, and new life would rise.
The deceased’s family went first. Then Bahir with his head covered in a white shawl. Then us. The
purpose of this meeting was to conclude the negotiation process, to promise that all is reconciled, that
Bahir is now a part of their family and they are a part of his, that there is no going back. Four gada
fathers presided over the ceremony. The four fathers were elderly men, dressed in old suits with thick,
white shawls wrapped across their front and shoulders. Each of the gada fathers carried a leather whip,
which was a sign of their station. They proceeded over the ceremony.
The chairs were lined up in rows facing each other, and in the middle, on mats on the ground, sat Bahir
and some of the women and children from the deceased’s family. Otherwise the gada fathers and other
men sat on the first row on one side, and the women on the other. Although it was a ceremony to signal
conclusion, one woman couldn’t stop weeping. The first part was a lot of talking — now we are family;
God ordains these things — and Bahir kept quiet. After some time, maybe thirty minutes, Bahir gave
three blankets to the family: one for the father, one for a brother and one for another man. Then there
was an exchange of some small cash gifts, which seemed to be several hundred birr each, to a few
people. Then eating.
It was a massive feast, lots of injera, several different wats with meat, fried fish. And cokes, fantas,
highlands to go with it. All ate and after satiated, they came back together to listen. Everyone gathered
around. Bahir then gave a large cash gift, it looked like around 20,000 ETB, to the father of the
deceased. Then Bahir spoke to the family. They listened to his words so quietly and attentively; it was
the first time he had spoken to them, I guess. He was nervous, but his words seemed heartfelt. He said
that they were now family, that the children are now his own. And after a time, a man went around
with documents for the family to sign; these would go to the court, saying all was reconciled, and there
was no further need for the formal court system to intervene.
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This whole process made me wonder: we condemn bribes to the police, but didn’t Bahir also ‘bribe’
this family into forgiveness? This whole affair cost so much money. What if he didn’t have that
money? Would they have forgiven him? And if not, he probably would have ended up in jail for fifteen
years. If this is how it is, I would suspect that only the poor people end up in the prisons, and the rich
“negotiate” their way out.

This example illustrates the ‘commodification’ of conflict-mediation through the gada
system. The conflict-mediation process remains imbued with social and cultural practices and
meanings; it cannot be reduced to the economic dimension alone. Further, material exchange
has always been part of mediation processes. But what is important to emphasize is that money
now holds a central place in the conflict-mediation process. Cattle were conspicuously absent.
And the costs to families to participate in conflict mediation can be very high. To avoid being
sent to jail, Bahir was able to essentially ‘buy’ the forgiveness of the family through cash gifts
of some 25,000 ETB (~1133 USD), plus the costs of transportation, venue and food at various
stages of the conflict mediation process. In addition, Bahir promised to financially support the
children of the deceased. Many others would not be able to afford this. Perhaps the gada fathers
made Bahir pay more because he could; maybe they would have asked less of a poorer man.
But even Bahir was nervous that his negotiations would not be enough to deter this family from
sending a witness to the court in Adama and thus triggering formal court proceedings. The
likelihood of a wronged family seeking justice through the formal court system is likely higher
if the accused does not have the financial resources to persuade them otherwise.

Marriage Practices
The transformation of marriage practices is another lens into the nature of social and
economic change for recent generations. The expectations of families regarding the gabara
(dowry), the nature of material exchange in the marriage process, the more conspicuous divide
between the wealthy and the poor in wedding celebrations, the transition from polygamy to
monogamy, the ways in which partners are chosen and the choice (or lack thereof) for girls and
women in this process… Many of these changes are related to the expansion of the market
system.
In earlier times, men often found their future wives through networks of relations or
when traveling with their cattle. They always married outside of their immediate gosi, or tribal
group. The marriage practice itself included a ceremony rich in symbols of wealth and
prosperity. The bride, for example, would be covered in butter before being given to her
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husband. In fact, the wedding ceremony required so much butter that communities established
a ‘butter bank’ between families; referred to as wijjoo, which literally means ‘to come together,’
women donated large quantities of butter to a family preparing for a major occasion, such as a
wedding, with the expectation that they return a butter contribution at a later date (Hailu 2007).
In addition, the two families, when meeting for the wedding ceremony, would mix milk with
blood from their cattle and drink it together – a symbol that they are now sharing the blood of
each other. The man usually gave four or so cattle to the woman’s family as gabara (dowry).
Today, however, as the elder Haji Tefo laments, “the times have changed completely,
from blood to money.” Marriage is an affair that can cost some 30,000 ETB (~1400 USD) for
the gabara alone. As a result, young men are delaying marriage to secure their livelihoods first,
to be able to pay what feels to them like ever-increasing demands for the gabara. Adam, a rural
farmer in Wayisso, who would like to live in the city but cannot afford to, explains the gabara
he gave to his wife’s family in 2008. “For her father, I gave 10,000 birr and ten cattle. I bought
a mountain bike for her elder brother. I gave six blankets and one bed. And finally, I bought
four jerry cans to fetch water.” When asked how he knew what or how much to give, he
explained that “it is culture,” and “it is the elders who decide what to give.” He thinks
expectations have already risen since his marriage. “At that time, I gave 10,000 birr. Today it
would be 30,000 birr.” Adam does not wish to have a second wife. The high cost of marriage
is one reason for the widespread transition from polygamy to monogamy among younger
generations.
In the ATJK woreda today, wedding ceremonies vary from more traditional forms,
where a woman wears traditional Oromo dress and jewelry, and perhaps puts a symbolic dab
of butter on her forehead, surrounded by local friends and family, to much more costly affairs,
with a white dress and suits, multiple meals, multiple venues, transportation in cars, perhaps
even a filming crew. The divide between the rich and the poor has become more conspicuous.
To illustrate in more detail this transformation in marriage practices, the following tells two
stories of the marriages of two relatively rich men. One took place in 1970 and the other in
2016. Marriage has always been a moment to reveal and share a family’s wealth. But in what
terms that wealth is measured and displayed has changed.
First is the story of Momina. She was born in a rural area called Gurbica, outside of
Arsi Negele, approximately twelve hours from Wayisso on foot. Momina’s childhood was like
many others: playing and helping her mother to prepare meals, traveling with the men and
young shepherds as they left with the cattle, making jewelry and baskets. Marriages were some
of her happiest memories, when everyone came together to sing and eat well. By the time
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Momina reached sixteen, it was time for her to marry. She was a beautiful young woman, and
many families requested that she be married to one of their relatives. “Everyone wanted me,”
she smiled. “But I did not know who I wanted. I simply kept quiet.” One day her uncle and
brothers approached her parents to suggest a man named Gemechu. Gemechu was wealthy; he
had many cattle. He lost his first wife and was looking for another. In fact, he had seen Momina
when grazing his cattle around their area, and “begged” (according to Momina) for her to be
his wife. Momina’s parents agreed with the proposal, and although it was a marriage “without
my love, without my choice,” Momina married. To refuse was to risk social exclusion.
The marriage process took two months. Elders visited the family twice to pay respects
and make the necessary arrangements. Her family offered porridge and milk. In the second
month, with the third visit, came the final celebration and her departure. Momina’s family
slaughtered a cow to celebrate, and Gemechu gave ten cattle to her family. Ten cattle were
many more than the average four. The community ate, sang, and celebrated for two days.
Cacabsa was served in an elaborately beaded container; joyful music was made without
instruments; milk and meat were consumed in abundance. On the third day, Momina left with
Gemechu. She wore jewelry on her fingers and toes, the traditional headdress, and her body
was coated in butter. Her face was covered so she could not see, and Gemechu led her to
Wayisso. “When my husband took me, I was covered. I didn’t know where I was, the direction
home. For the first three months here, I didn’t know which way went to my birthplace. I asked
people, ‘Which way did I come from to here? From the right or the left? Through the front or
the back?’ I didn’t know at that time.” This was common practice, to cover the face of the
woman as she is taken to her new home.
The first three months were difficult for Momina. “When I saw the crops and the cattle,
I felt that this area was bad. There was a big difference compared to my birthplace.” She didn’t
like the food. She missed her family. “I don’t even want to remember those first three months
here with my husband.” But eventually she grew accustomed to her new life. After one year of
marriage, Momina gave birth to her first child. She went on to have seven children, only three
of whom survived to adulthood. Two died in their infancy, and two others died around the age
of eight, one from drowning in the river and the other from illness. Her eldest surviving son
lives next to her in Wayisso with his wife and eight children. Another son lives in Ziway. Her
daughter was married in her late teens, and she lives in a distant rural area of Oromiya.
Some aspects of Momina’s marriage process — for example, the visit by elders on
behalf of the man, the negotiation of the gabara — remains common practice. Some girls
continue to marry at relatively young ages — around the ages of fifteen to seventeen — and
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marry the person of their family’s choosing. However, this tends to occur within families where
the girl or the parents have little to no education, or when families face significant economic
hardship and the gabara is one way to alleviate poverty. Young people who attend school,
however, have different expectations for marriage. Young men often said they wanted to wait
until they were thirty or older before getting married. They wanted to pursue their education
and find “good work” first. Young women expressed similar aspirations: for education, for
work, and only then would they find someone they would choose themselves. Indeed, it is
increasingly common for women and men to choose each other rather than accepting the
arrangements of their families. Out of respect for their families, however, they still often send
elders to the woman’s family to ask for their consent and blessing.54
The following are my field notes from attending a very different kind of marriage
ceremony that spanned Ziway, Adami Tulu, and Lake Langano in a single day. In contrast to
the marriage of Momina several decades ago, it is what the marriage of a “rich man” looks like
today, a mix of Oromo tradition with Western embellishments: the white dress, wedding cake,
groomsmen in suits and ties. This ‘modern’ wedding illustrates the commodification and
creolization of cultural practices, as well as the important role migration plays in supporting
them. This expensive wedding was funded in large part by the remittances of a few family
members working as domestic workers in Beirut.

A ‘modern’ wedding. Field notes. 8 May 2016.
The wedding. What an affair! Much more “farenji-style” than I was anticipating, but still some
traditional elements mixed in. These new types of weddings — the white dresses, cutting the cake, not
putting butter on your head — started happening in the last ten years. You still find traditional weddings
in rural areas, or in places where people “are not educated,” as Kedir said, but in the towns, this is
becoming more normal. More than one young man commented that it also made the prospect of getting
54

There are also other marriage practices, which are fading in frequency, but are also cited as part of ‘Oromo
culture.’ Butii, for example, roughly translates to “abduction.” A man would simply take the girl or woman
without her consent, and only after that, send elders to her family to negotiate the details. This was relatively
common in the past — such that parents would be worried to send their daughters to the river for water after a
certain age — but is no longer considered acceptable. Walgara refers to the practice of brothers exchanging their
sisters as wives. Gutuu refers to the promise parents make of their children to one another. Asennaa refers to the
situation in which a woman takes the initiative to choose a man. (One informant, Abreham, shared that if
multiple young women want to marry a man, they go to his home and the first one to throw a stick and hit his
home gets to marry him. He then joked that stick throwing has been replaced by texting.) Sabbatmarii refers to a
situation in which a young man suffers from some handicap, deformity, or low social standing, such that he is
unable to find a wife. Together with a group of men, he goes to the home of one woman and begins calling, over
and over, appealing to the parents to give their daughter, in the name of Waqa (God), who created marriage.
Finally, there is Hawatta: when the man and woman choose each other, and get married without the prior
knowledge or approval of their families. Sometimes a woman may do this if she is expected to marry someone
she does not want to marry.
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married very difficult. Young men can’t afford the dowry, estimated by some to be around 30,000, even
up to 50,000 ETB.
This wedding was certainly a costly affair. It was much more extravagant than I had expected when
they first invited me that hot day in Wayisso, sitting in a little mud house, eating bread and drinking
coffee and watching sweaty men chew khat. Well, one of those men, the father of the groom, put on
quite an impressive show. All day I was wondering, where did this money come from? I later connected
the dots to his daughters and sisters working in the Middle East.
It began at the home of the groom in Ziway. Maybe ten cars and minibuses were crowded around the
house. The groom came out in his white suit, big Oromo-style hair, a bouquet in hand. A group of
young men were singing around him. He got in the car. They did a song and dance around the car. He
had four groomsmen wearing matching suits with red ties. They all looked sharp. I saw so many people
from Wayisso there, all smartly dressed in new clothes. There was one couple who did not have new
clothes and it stood out. Kedir’s mom had on a new dress. It was strange to see Wayisso in the city.
The neighbors outside the groom’s home crowded around to watch. There was even a camera crew,
three guys in yellow company shirts. The groom and the father got in one car. There were about seven
nice, new-looking, Toyota compacts. It was difficult to get all of the cars out of there, but it eventually
happened. And then the honking commenced.
Before heading to Adami Tulu, we did a drive through Ziway. Maybe fifteen cars or more now, just
honking and honking and honking. People came out of their homes to wave, one threw flower petals,
others were clapping and yelling. When we arrived in Adami Tulu, it was even more crowded. The
outside compound of the bride’s family had been covered with a tent and their large courtyard packed
with chairs. A stage was set up on one side, with flashing lights, red and white balloons, pillars with
faux-silk dresses and fake flowers, large framed photos of the couple in front of their fancy chairs, four
chairs to the left and right for the bridesmaids and groomsmen. On the table they had their selection of
beverages: Coke, Miranda, Sprite, St. George’s beer, water, Ambo. And a heart made out of roses.
After entering, there was a dash for the chairs.

Figure 42. The First Wedding Ceremony in Adami Tulu
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The ceremony (first of many) was quick and to the point. The bride and groom came out together and
sat at the front, and their bridesmaids and groomsmen followed. The bride was wearing a strapless
white dress with an intricately feathered bottom, and she had her hair done like a princess, with a tiara
on one side hugging some curls that framed her face. At the other side of the compound, people gathered
around the two sets of families for the payment the gabara from the groom’s family to the bride’s.
After this was finished, not even ten minutes, the ceremony was complete. The couple got up and went
to get their food. Others proceeded to get food according to their seats. There were ushers that managed
the crowds.
There were two large tables decked in platters of meat, shiro, wat’s, different fried vegetables (carrots,
beets, cauliflower), a cooked sheep that was sitting on the table looking at you with its scorched head
and a wilted piece of lettuce hanging out of its mouth. There was injera, some normal and some dyed
pink and blue. It was a madhouse trying to just get a plate.
After the meal, the groom and bride went into a room in the house. This was where the bride’s family
fed the new couple (first the groom). There was cacabsa in one of the traditional containers and fresh
milk. Then the groom presented his gifts to the bride’s family: large, soft blankets. He wrapped one
around the father of the bride (even though it was unbearably hot in that crowded room), kissed him on
both sides, and then did the same for the mother. Then the grandfather. Then the brother, the sister, and
many other adults. I’m not sure who was who, but many people received their new blankets.
Meanwhile, the camera crew was all over it. They brought a bright light for the filming, which I was
grateful for, because it made my own pictures better. The power would go off intermittently but it
basically held throughout the day.
After this exchange, I went outside and noticed a large pile of gifts, mostly household items: a cupboard,
sofas, pillows, pans, a mattress, chairs, a table, you name it. They were all loaded into the bed of a large
ISUZU truck, all to be taken to their new home in Ziway. I tried to get a sense for who paid for what.
The groom’s family pays for most of it: the food, the ceremonies and decoration, then of course the
dowry: money, cattle, blankets, etc. But then the woman’s family will also contribute to the furnishings
for the new home, which was quite substantial. They also gave cattle and butter. One woman dressed
in traditional Oromo attire loaded a large container of butter onto the truck.
Then we proceeded to Lake Langano. This was where Kedir used to bring his cattle — “before it was
developed,” he said. When we arrived, we were one of maybe fifty minibuses waiting outside the gates.
We must have waited for close to an hour. There was some sort of hold up, then a car accident, and
then one guard at the gate refused to let anyone through because they were supposed to enter only in
cars. But the cars couldn’t enter. A mass of people began pushing and yelling at the gates, and
eventually we got through.
There were at least five wedding celebrations happening at the same time at Lake Langano. Our
celebration consisted mostly of wandering along the beach, listening to the live music of another
wedding party, taking a lot of photos, and then watching the bride and groom cut the cake. They had
fireworks, a stage, a five-tier wedding cake. The bride and groom and their bridesmaids and groomsmen
posed on the stage or waved their arms to the music, threw confetti or sprayed colored foam. People
were crowded in a circle around them, like adoring fans, all with their camera phones held up to capture
the moment.
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The other weddings at Lake Langano were not as extravagant. I saw another bride and groom walking
together and wondered how they felt seeing this more extravagant wedding party. I saw one Pentecostal
wedding where the bride and groom walked with a crowd of people behind them, most wearing gospel
gowns and one man playing an acoustic guitar and singing for them as they walked. Everyone passed
each other nonchalantly. After the cake was cut, we went to get a drink and then left. Again, it was a
fairly quick and to the point celebration. Then we returned to the minibus and headed back to Ziway.
I thought we were finished. We went through Ziway town again, honking and yelling and dancing in
the car. It was probably 7:30 or 8pm by now. The minibus headed back to the groom’s house. It was
now dark and people piled out of the cars. A hoard of people gathered around, kept back by a guard
with a stick who enforced a strict boundary. Again, people sang and danced around the car of the groom
(I didn’t see the bride) and then in front of his house. We then proceeded into a large tent that had been
erected on the road outside the house. The same decorations from Adami Tulu had been moved here:
the fancy chairs, the stage, the lights, the silk pillars. I was going to sit in the back but was ushered to
the front. At this point, I didn’t know what was happening.
The bride and groom proceeded back to the stage. The wedding party came behind them. There were
men dancing and singing down the aisle, a heavy mass in a tight space, all sweating profusely. The
groomsmen started dancing on the stage around the bride and groom. The groom was standing with a
traditional stick and one of the decorated head rests in his hand. Then one Muslim leader called
everyone to attention and said a prayer, met with repetitive 'Amens' from the audience. Then the father
said a prayer. The wife’s family was Orthodox. I was surprised by the lack of religion in the previous
ceremony, but there was a little dose here. Then we ate, again. First the wedding party, then us.
The spread was just as bountiful as the last meal. This time they had a separate room with raw meat
hanging – like the stands you sometimes see in town: ribs hanging in a little white kiosk. In addition to
the kitfo that was on the table, you could enter this room to get some fresh, raw meat. I passed. We all
ate with our own plates, and there was a napkin with each plate. Before, people would eat five to ten
together with one large plate. “One wat used to be enough,” someone said.

These two examples of the marriages of wealthy men in 1970 and 2016 show the rising
place of ‘consumption’ in marriage practice. New goods (a white dress; suits and ties) and new
services (transport in cars; a film crew) are introduced into long-standing practices (the
payment of the gabara; eating cacabsa, the traditional dish; gifts of butter). Weddings have
always been a moment to display and share one’s wealth with others. What has changed is in
what terms that wealth is shared and displayed. People have new expectations for what their
marriages can and should look like. When one man remarked, “One wat used to be enough,”
this signals a shift in expectations. To be clear, there is nothing wrong with being able to serve
and share multiple wats, and the past should not be romanticized. At the same time, it signals
a common critique of market society: perpetuating a culture of consumerism, stimulating the
feeling of never having ‘enough,’ and the commodification of social life (see Schumacher
1973; Streeck 2012).
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The 2016 wedding brings to mind the concept of ‘conspicuous consumption,’ a concept
first introduced by Thorstein Veblen to describe the behavioral characteristics of the ‘nouveau
rich’ in the United States in the late nineteenth century. Conspicuous consumption refers to the
practice of publicly displaying one’s wealth to bolster one’s social standing and prestige within
the community, and it usually carries a negative connotation. Development economists often
lament the practice of conspicuous consumption in poor countries, suggesting that families
should invest their discretionary incomes in more ‘productive’ pursuits (e.g. Moav and Neeman
2012; Linssen et al 2011). However, it is worth noting that the wedding provided significant
employment and incomes to others, helping the local economy. But beyond this, it is ironic the
development economists lament the ‘consumerism’ of world’s poor, when the very market
society they hope to stimulate depends upon a change in attitudes towards greater consumption.
These critiques aside, the phrase ‘conspicuous consumption’ has value in another, very
basic sense: the way in which wealth is displayed has become more conspicuous, or visible, in
market societies. As stated previously, inequalities always existed in Wayisso, but the
monetization of wealth means inequalities are visible in the proliferation of goods and services
that one can or cannot consume. From one perspective, rural-urban migration from Wayisso is
a practice that one can or cannot engage depending on one’s wealth; only those who can afford
to move and sustain a more expensive urban lifestyle can migrate. Migration to the Middle
East, however, because of an emerging migration industry that lowers the costs of international
migration, is increasingly accessible to households that do not have the resources to make a
move to town. And once abroad, young women are able to remit significant amounts of money
back to the village. In a way, the ‘nouveau rich’ in Wayisso are those whose daughters are in
the Middle East.

Migration to the Middle East
It is impossible to understand the decision-making of young women who leave for the
Middle East without an appreciation for the penetration of market forces into their society. It
is precisely because of the commodification of so many dimensions of social life, because of
the increasing power of money to buy social, economic, and spatial mobility, that women
consider leaving and their families often support them.
Historically, women have always been more mobile than men. However, their
movement was almost entirely rural-rural for the purpose of marriage.55 Today, women
55

Portions of this section and the conclusion are reproduced from (Schewel 2018a) and Schewel (2018b).
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continue to move, but their trajectories are diversifying. Migration to the Middle East is one
relatively new form of movement that began in the late 1990s and early 2000s from this
woreda. Some of the first women to leave from the ATJK woreda were from Adami Tulu. They
were mainly Wolayta women that had moved, or their parents had moved, to Adami Tulu to
look for work with Ziway Farmland, more commonly called ‘Gerbi.’ The Wolayta are a
population that have a longer history of moving for wage-work; when a few heard about
opportunities in the Middle East, they decided to try their luck. Today, Adami Tulu’s main
roads are lined with shops run by return migrants from the Middle East.
One day I sat with three women from ganda Dakabo Bulo (Lineage 2) and asked who
was the first woman to migrate to the Middle East from Wayisso. It was Shitaye, from the
Qoma gosi in another part of Wayisso, who left for Beirut. The next was Hawa Desissa Bude
Dakabo Bulo, from their ganda, who left for Beirut in 2010 or 2011 GC. They remembered
that when these women first left, they could hardly believe it. It was not normal for women to
move independently, “to visit different places.” Hawa left through a broker (dalala in
Amharic), and with the money she earned, she built a house in Adami Tulu for her family.
People began to notice what migration abroad could do. Hawa has since returned, married, and
moved to Negele with her husband. But growing numbers have since followed her footsteps
and left.
In Wayisso, relative to the process of rural-urban migration to Adami Tulu and Ziway,
international migration remains a minor phenomenon, about as frequent as migration to other
cities further afield within Ethiopia – to regional centers like Adama or the capital city, Addis
Ababa (See Chapter Four). While slightly more men have left for larger cities within Ethiopia,
the only people who have left Wayisso for international destinations are women. For women
from Wayisso, migration abroad was often described as a strategy to be able to establish a
residence and livelihood in Ziway. Contrary to traditional conceptions of step-wise migration,
where migrants from small to larger urban centers before migrating internationally, in this case,
migration abroad acts as a stepping stone on the rural to urban trajectory.
In Wayisso, the construction of new homes is one of the most visible effects of
migration to the Middle East. One such migrant-funded house has reflective shiny windows
with bars, bright paint, multiple rooms and a corrugated iron roof. On the inside, someone
painted ‘AMANEE TUNNEE BARAA 2010’ on the wall. Amane left for Beirut three and a
half years ago, and her family built this house with her remittances in 2017 (2010 EC). They
also bought four cows. Her mother was obviously proud when she showed me. “Jabdu,” she
said. Her daughter is strong.
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Inside the new home built by Amane’s remittances was Zeyneba, who had given birth
to her third child just two days prior. The tiny baby was wrapped in cloth, and Zeyneba was
resting. Zeyneba still looked very young. Last time I had spoken to Zeyneba, two years ago,
she was sixteen and pregnant with her second child. Her first child died in its first days of life,
and seven months pregnant with her second, Zeyneba had her heart set on leaving for the
Middle East. She was unhappy with her life here — it was not what her husband Gicho had
promised her when he convinced her to marry him — and Zeyneba believed migration abroad
was the only way to change things.
While Zeyneba did not realize that desire to leave, her sister in law, Megertu, did.
Megertu is married to Gicho’s brother Felen, both of whom are brothers of Amane. Megertu
was in school at Shisho Xaboo, the neighboring kebele, when she fell in love with Felen. She
married him, leaving her education just as she was due to begin grade 8. She was 16 then, now
aged 20. She gave birth to her first child, a little girl, soon after marrying. When her daughter
was 8 months old, Megertu left her with the child’s grandmother to go to what everyone simply
calls “Arab”. She called a broker — the number was given to her by a friend — and she didn’t
really know where she would go, but the broker arranged for Beirut, still the most common
destination from this area. She paid the broker 3000 ETB (~140 USD), and then gave her first
two months wages to an office at the airport in Beirut, which forwarded the money to her
agency. Her family in Beirut was nice, she said, but the work was difficult. Seven days a week
with no rest. There were four children (three teenagers and one toddler), and she was the only
one taking care of the household. She was paid 150 USD per month, the standard rate in Beirut.
After one year and seven months, Megertu came home. She promised the family in Beirut that
she would return, but she will not. She wants to leave again, but this time for Dubai, where
they pay higher wages.
When I first met Gicho, Felen, Megertu and Zeyneba in 2016, they lived together in
what looked to be the poorest home in Wayisso. It was a traditional circular hut, with patchy
mud and stick walls and a poorly thatched roof. After Megertu left for the Middle East, they
had enough money to knock that home down and construct a modern cinderblock house with
an iron roof. Felen does not have any work, and only two plots to his name. He was working
at Verde Beef, but that had stopped for a while. A fight broke out at Verde Beef in the midst of
the Oromo Protests, and the managers shut things down. Now pregnant with her second child,
Megertu was proud of the new home she was able to build for her family. If Megertu does leave
again, I asked what she hopes to accomplish. She wants to build a home in Ziway and start
some kind of business, she said. She wasn’t sure what. Maybe with bajaj’s. Maybe a shop.
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The decision to leave is an active pursuit of capital. Under a variety of circumstances,
young women mentioned migration to the Middle East, and the money it provides, as a way to
not only improve their lives materially, but to gain “freedom,” to “do something with my life,”
to “change my life and the life of my family.” Women often leave at a moment of transition in
the life course, as they navigate the path out of adolescence and into adulthood. In some cases,
the potential of migration is worth leaving their education to pursue. As one aspiring migrant
put it, “Education is important, [but] migration is a quicker and more sure way to change your
life.” In other cases, the decision to leave is taken when one life trajectory, education, closes,
and the alternative – generally marriage – is considered undesirable. Migration becomes a way
to avoid an early marriage and a rural future. Still others, such as Zeyneba or Megertu, who are
already married, aspire to leave to avoid further pregnancies and improve the conditions of
their family. Once optimistic about their futures, young married women with children perceive
the window of opportunity narrowing and the weight of a rural future looming on the horizon.
Migration becomes a way to disrupt an otherwise predictable future.
International migration, precisely because it gives access to unprecedented incomes for
low-skilled women, often does disrupt entrenched gendered norms and expected life course
trajectories. The capital migrant domestic workers earn trumps any other economic opportunity
available to rural men and women with low levels of education. The fact that women are the
ones who are able to access these economic opportunities abroad challenges a gendered
hierarchy where men have always been the economic providers and power-holders. Men were
the leaders of their pastoral herds; men were the first farmers; men were the first to go to school
and thereby access new forms of salary-based work with government or foreign organizations.
Throughout these livelihood transitions in Wayisso, the realm of the woman remained primarily
in the home. Some husbands preferred it that way and did not allow their wives to migrate
abroad. As one husband explained, they might “get used to the lifestyle and facilities there,
[and] may not like life in the rural areas.” “They may not like a rural husband,” his wife joked.
For most households in Wayisso, their primary source of income comes from the
harvest they glean from their land once a year. As detailed in Chapter Five, access to land
within families varies greatly, from one plot (0.25 hectares) among a few young households to
twenty plots (5 hectares) among a few others. The average is 1.5 to 2 hectares (six to eight
plots). Almost all households in Wayisso grow maize. Under good conditions, one plot
produces some eight to twelve quintals (100 kilograms) of maize for the market, which is then
bought for around 400 ETB/quintal (roughly 19 USD in 2016), bringing a potential income
gain of 3200-4800 ETB (~150-225 USD) per plot. Of course, given farmers’ dependence on
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rain, as irrigation is not yet viable in the area, a year of drought – such as the year before this
research study – means some farmers may fail to produce even one quintal for the market. After
all, farming also requires investments: in seeds, oxen, and potentially fertilizer and additional
manpower. For one farmer in Wayisso with one hectare, after subtracting expenses, his overall
profit in a good year is around 14,500 ETB (678 USD). However, in 2016, he made only 1320
ETB (62 USD).
Beyond farming, there are development initiatives for the economic empowerment of
women in the area. In Ziway, growing micro-entrepreneurship can be seen in the proliferation
of small coffee huts that branch out from the main road. The government gives the space for
free or for a small rent, and the young women sell coffee and tea, and sometimes food.
However, in rural areas, the opportunities to make an income are more limited. Some women
may, of their own initiative, continue to sell things at the local market in Adami Tulu, or buy a
few goods to bring back to the village and sell there, such as sugarcane. “Development agents”
working in the area have increasingly employed a strategy of encouraging women to raise
chickens to sell their eggs. Two woman I spoke to in Wayisso had made such an investment. It
cost 3000 ETB (140 USD) to build the chicken hut and they began with 15 chickens, selling
each egg 3.50 ETB (16¢) per piece at the local market in Adami Tulu. It began well, but they
encountered problems when one husband kept asking his wife for the money she made and was
“just spending it on things in town.” They decided to put the business on hold.
It is in this economic context that young women and families consider migration to the
Middle East, where the profit a woman can make is more reliable and substantive than the
profit to be made from rain-fed agriculture or a small business. For a young person deciding to
leave, migration to the Middle East is thus framed as an investment, for themselves and their
families. As one woman put it, “First I want to do something for my family, and the rest I will
use for myself.” Shiko, who left after completing grade 7, took that approach. The first time
she worked abroad for two years, and with the money she sent back, her family built a new
home in Wayisso with an iron roof and painted walls. Her father bought cattle. She paid the
gabara for her brother to get married, some 30,000 ETB (~1400 USD). Then she came home
for several months. She left again, but this time, her father says, “we are only listening to her
voice. Now she tries to live for herself.” She has her own bank account in Ziway and the family
hasn’t seen any of it. “Maybe she has a boyfriend,” her brother speculated. Whatever the case,
it was clear the family saw the money as hers.
In Wayisso, the remittances sent home fund other family members’ ability to build a
house in town, or to improve their homes in Wayisso. In this way, the benefits of migration
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become visible to neighbors, fueling what the migration literature has called a sense of “relative
deprivation” (Stark and Taylor 1991) – that is, a sense of material deprivation relative to others
in one’s social group. Often, young women who aspired to go to the Middle East mentioned
someone they knew who was able to “change their life,” who inspired them to follow a similar
route. The most common way people aspired to change their life was to save enough money to
build a home in the city and open their own business. Most return migrants opened corner
stores with basic goods: soap, water, coca-cola, biscuits – not always a very lucrative enterprise
but relative to other income-generating opportunities, a significant source of financial
independence (see Figure 43). Opening a mana bunaa (literally coffee house) is another, less
expensive alternative (Figure 44).
In Ziway, on a new road recently built to accommodate the housing boom around the
city, a number of new shops are opening up: small restaurants, pool houses, mobile phone
stores, corner shops, and hair dressers. One woman worked in Saudi Arabia for two years and
returned to Ziway to open her own restaurant. To purchase a space for her restaurant on this
new road, it cost her 18,000 ETB (~840 USD). “If I didn’t go to Saudi Arabia, I could never
have opened my own business,” she said. Many women preferred living in town, not only
because the lifestyle was considered better and potential incomes gained were greater, but also
because of the social distance from rural areas. As one return migrant from another rural kebele
in ATJK, who owns a corner store in Ziway, expressed, “I chose Ziway because it’s close
enough to my family, but far enough away where they are not going to come and ask for things
for free all the time.”
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Figure 43. A Return Migrant’s Store on the Outskirts of Ziway

Figure 44. One Return Migrant's Mana Bunaa, or Roadside Coffee House
It is important to view the decision to leave in relation to the opportunities and
constraints that young women face locally. Most young women and their families hope that
girls will do well in their education to find profitable work within Ethiopia, yet many fail to
finish their secondary schooling. Only thirty-four percent of pupils pass the national exam after
tenth grade, according to one education worker in the district, and few make it that far. The
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government is aware of low pass rates, and students who fail are encouraged to pursue technical
and vocational schooling or certificate awarding courses like the Teacher Training Institute or
College of Teacher’s Education in Ziway. There are also opportunities for other educational
certificates among a growing number of private institutions. But as one young woman who
failed Grade 10 put it, “My grades were not good enough to continue to the preparatory school.
And to take the Technical and Vocational Classes, it needs income, money. And I didn’t have
anything in my hand. That’s why I decided to leave.” Three months after failing her exam, she
left.
Kyaa is another young woman who left for Beirut after she failed the Grade 10 national
exam. In 2016, Kyaa lived and worked for a nice family, a family that “treats her as a family
member.” When I asked why she left, she simply explained that she failed her exam and this
seemed the next best option: “Nobody pushed me to go. I had friends who had migrated. And
it is better to do something. […] If I did not migrate, I would have been married and then I
would be dependent on my husband. I wouldn’t have the capability to do anything without my
husband’s permission.” Kyaa had been abroad for three years, but with the help of her family,
she already began building a house in Adami Tulu and planned to open her own shop there
when she returns.
While Kyaa’s story is an example of an alternative for girls and women when education
is no longer a possibility, there are also examples when families pull their daughters out of their
education because of economic needs at home. Most often, girls and women can assist with
alleviating the poverty of their family by getting married, because of the gabara (dowry) from
the man’s family. As described previously, gabara used to be paid primarily in cattle, but today,
it is more common to give cash and other gifts. Migration to the Middle East is becoming an
alternative for girls who wish to avoid an early marriage but still feel compelled to contribute
to their family’s income. Ayi, for example, grew up in a kebele next to Wayisso. She left home
when she was fourteen. “My family was not able to send me to school. Not even a government
school. They needed money to survive. We were in absolute poverty, so they needed me to
work. If I was in school, no one was there to help the family.” Her three older brothers stayed
in school, but as she expressed, “there is extra pressure for the girl to stop school.” Ayi knew
of other girls who had gone abroad and had an idea. “I convinced my father that migration
would be better than getting married now. I would be able to make some money to send home,
then I could return and get married. My father agreed and he arranged for me to go.” Migration
to the Middle East for Ayi was the best option among a poor set, but one she actively negotiated
with her family.
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International migration to the Middle East, then, although still a relatively minor
phenomenon compared to other forms of movement, has entered the social imaginary as one
option among others for young women. It has become part of what geographers call the “mental
maps” (Fuller and Chapman 1974) of other girls and young women, a possible pathway in their
imagined futures.
Besa, for example, is one young woman who grew up in Wayisso. In 2016, Besa lived
in Ziway and studied in a government school. Besa has a strong personality and a quick tongue,
and in the midst of the Oromo protests that were heating up at the time, she made some political
comments that inflamed her teacher. This teacher had it out for her, Besa said, and school
became difficult. One day, Besa and her teacher had a particularly strong disagreement, and
rather than trying to solve it by bringing her parents to meet with the school administration,
Besa decided to drop her education. She called her cousin, who was in Beirut and asked her to
arrange her own migration abroad. Her cousin did so, and shortly after the end of the school
year and the national exam, Besa left. She did not use a broker, nor did she have to pay anything
because her cousin covered the costs. She only told her parents the week before she left. After
Besa arrived in Beirut, she learned that she had passed the Grade 10 exam, which was quite an
achievement. She immediately regretted her decision, but she was already there. She stayed for
two years and three months to work for “a nice older woman”; in addition, she worked in four
other houses. She only did cleaning, and earned 150 USD/month. Besa told the families she
didn’t know how to cook. It wasn’t true, she laughed; she just didn’t want to cook.
Besa returned to Ethiopia when her employer left Beirut for the United States. She told
Besa to go home, see her family, and return in a few months. Besa agreed. When I spoke with
Besa in October 2018, she had been home for only six weeks. She plans to return to the same
woman. She thinks she was lucky to find a nice employer. She will stay for a few more years.
After that, she isn’t sure, but she wants to come back, settle in Ziway and marry. She will use
the money she earns to “help her family and herself.” But she’s not giving it to her husband,
she joked.
Mimi also left after the Grade 10 national exam, but in her case, it was because she
failed. Fifteen years old, she did not know what else to do. She called her aunt in Beirut and
asked her to help her migrate. Her aunt, also from Wayisso, arranged everything. It cost 12,000
ETB to go. Initially, her family did not want her to leave, Mimi said, but she convinced them,
and they helped pay the initial costs. Mimi left in the middle of 2016. She sent the money she
made in Beirut (150 USD per month) home to her family, and their investment was paid back
after four months. Although Mimi had signed a contract for two years and two months, she left
192

after only eighteen months. She worked for a single woman who had a flare for drama. She
never left Mimi alone, always looking for something to nag her or complain about. She looked
for excuses not to pay her. Mimi had to call an agency several times (her aunt gave her the
number) to have them ask the employer to pay her on time. Eventually, Mimi could not take it
anymore. She called the agency and asked to leave. They facilitated her return. Now Mimi lives
in their family’s home in Ziway, and she decided to pursue her studies instead. She studies
accounting at Addis Ababa Medical College.
Besa’s and Mimi’s stories illustrate that, when they encountered an obstacle in their
educational pathway, the primary alternative they saw was migration abroad. Thus, to reduce
the desire to leave to considerations of economic considerations alone would be insufficient to
explain migration aspirations. It is also important to appreciate the limited and sociallyconstructed opportunities young women have locally. As one mother from Wayisso explained:
“After the national exam at grade 10, if [girls] pass, they proceed to the preparatory level. If
they fail, they have two opportunities: to marry someone or to fly outside to Arab.” Though
few women from Wayisso mentioned it, there are other opportunities for wage-work in town:
daily work, for example, in restaurants, or cutting and packing flowers in Sher’s greenhouses.
Yet these kinds of jobs, because of the low-wages and difficult work, were not seen as a way
to “change your life.” Only the most destitute work on the flower farms, they said. The reason
migration to the Middle East is seen as acceptable is because it gives access to capital, that is,
enough money to invest in material change. Work on the flower farms, on the other hand, only
alleviates the hardships of economic scarcity. It gives an income, but not capital.

Conclusion
The expansion of the market in ATJK woreda entailed a transformation in the structural
dimension of economic exchange – that is, a shift from rural, barter-based markets to urban,
money-based markets. At the same time, the spread of the market generated new ‘economic
mentalities’ (Polanyi 1944), that is, an embrace of market ‘rationality’ and the emergence of
the ‘profit motive.’ The first half of this chapter illustrates the implications of this economic
shift on two fundamentally social practices: conflict mediation and marriage. Both examples
illustrate the increasingly central place money assumes in these processes, and the more visible
inequalities this generates. I show that material exchange has always been a part of social
practices, and inequalities have always existed, even within the (ideally) egalitarian gada
system. But for earlier generations, wealth was measured in cattle and consumable ‘goods’
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were relatively limited. The monetization of wealth, and its more conspicuous consumption,
widened and rendered more visible the scope of material inequalities in Wayisso.
Because economic needs, reasoning and behavior are not fixed, but reflect changing
values, attitudes, and assumptions about the ‘good’ in a changing social imaginary, migration
decision-making looks different for different generations. ‘Costs’ and ‘benefits’ are not neutral
concepts, objectively continuous over time; what is perceived as a cost or benefit shifts as
people’s values change. By examining the decision-making of young women who leave for the
Middle East, I suggest that their reasoning is impossible to understand without an appreciation
for the penetration of market forces into their society. It is precisely because of the
commodification of so many dimensions of social life, because of the increasing power of
money to buy social, economic, and spatial mobility, that women consider leaving and their
families often support them. Thus, the Ethiopian economy ‘develops’ – entailing, in practice,
that the forces of the market become stronger and consumption increases – migration begins to
make more sense for more people. This is one of the main reasons why economic development
in poorer places tends to stimulate both rural-urban and international migration.
Migration, under these conditions of market expansion, can both fuel and disrupt
existing inequalities. On the one hand, as the last chapter also illustrated, migration to town
becomes the purview of those who have the financial means to invest in a migration project
and sustain the cost of living an urban life. The remittances urban migrants send back can
further the divide between families that participate in migration and those who do not. On the
other hand, migration can also disrupt long-standing inequalities, previously determined by
family, ethnicity or gender. This chapter shows that migration to the Middle East for domestic
work is one way in which young, rural women reshape their futures, challenging a life-course
trajectory that otherwise leads them to an early marriage and motherhood.
The experience of the young women described here complicates the dominant academic
and policy discourse about Ethiopian labor migration to the Middle East. The main narrative
about this migration in both international media and research publications is overwhelmingly
negative. It is often told that girls and women, uneducated and facing desperate economic
circumstances, are deceived by the false promises of brokers into appalling work conditions,
only to return to Ethiopia with broken spirits, perhaps broken bodies, and little to show for it
(see Demissie 2018; Jamie and Tsega 2016; Beydoun 2006; Minaye, 2012; Mandefro 2012).
The media and education campaigns disseminate horrific stories of abuse and exploitation, yet
adolescents and women continue to leave (Demissie 2018). The decision-making of these
young women remains nebulous; rather than the utility-maximizing agents assumed in most
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migration theories, they are more often portrayed as trafficked, deceived, or “blinded by hope”
(Frouws 2014; Kebede 2002; Jamie and Tsega 2016).
Applying an aspiration-capability lens to analyze the decision-making of these young
women, however, reveals their agency and rationality at the same time that it shows the
significant capability constraints they face locally. This chapter shows that the aspiration to
migrate arises for many young women when, as they transition into their adult lives, the
pathways they find before them locally – whether marriage, education, or local low-skilled
work opportunities – are not promising avenues to achieve the aspirations they hold. Faced
with limited capabilities for upward socioeconomic mobility locally, the aspiration to earn an
income and the social freedoms that income brings meets the capability to leave through an
established system of brokers, agencies, and networks that lower the costs and constraints of
migrating. Not all women want to leave, however. For some, the fear of “getting a bad family”
outweighs the potential income gains. For others, they may wish to leave, but lack the
capability to do so – whether familial support or the financial resources to leave with a
trustworthy agency. Interestingly, almost all women envisioned their long-term futures in
Ethiopia. Migration abroad for domestic work was a temporary strategy to improve that
imagined future in town. These findings complicate the trafficking narrative that dominates
perceptions about young women’s migration as domestic workers to the Middle East. Rather
than helpless victims, many girls and women know what they are doing and that risks are
entailed. Some return with significant capital, and their experiences expand the mental maps
and migration imaginaries of other young women hoping to change their life circumstances.56
Nevertheless, to emphasize the agency and rationale of young women does not preclude
an appreciation for the significant constraints they face. The experiences of girls and women
described here are not necessarily ones we might typically associate with the concept of
“empowerment,” nor does it suggest that migration alone will alleviate the significant
development constraints young women face more generally. It is difficult to separate the
aspiration and capability to leave from a broader set of what Sen (1999) calls “unfreedoms”:
in the economic, educational, social and cultural realms. Girls and women often lack the
capabilities required to achieve their aspirations for educational and professional achievement
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It is important to note that in my research area, the girls and women who left mostly did so with passports,
visas, and contracts. Other communities may experience higher rates of trafficking – particularly in large urban
centers or in northern areas of Ethiopia, where geographic proximity to countries across the Red Sea and Gulf of
Aden may mean more irregular forms of migration are common. Because of the small scope of this study, these
findings do not represent the experiences of “Ethiopian women.” However, they bring to light alternative
narratives and experiences that challenge a homogenizing (and victimizing) characterization of the Ethiopian
domestic worker in the Middle East (see also Boyden and Howard 2013).
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in Ethiopia, to lead economically independent lives and choose when they wish to marry.
Against the backdrop of these unfreedoms, the aspiration to migrate emerges.
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Chapter 8. Education
“Being a student shows me the way forward in life,” Yomen explained as she broke
corn husks over a bed of charcoal in her small stove, her elbows resting in the taut fabric of her
dress stretched over her knees. “Education gives me the chance to distinguish between a life of
darkness and a life of light. Earlier, life was dark. I’m trying to change my life to the light one
now, because I am educated.” Yomen had recently failed the national exam after the tenth
grade but had not yet abandoned her educational aspirations. She planned to spend the year
helping her mother in Wayisso and studying to retake the examination the following year. For
Yomen, like other students in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda (district), education is
the way out of a rural, agrarian life into an urban future. It is a pathway out of ‘backwardness’
and into ‘modernity,’ out of ‘darkness’ and into ‘the light.’57
Widening access to formal education significantly impacts the aspirations,
expectations, and livelihood choices of young people. From one perspective, the introduction
of formal education is part and parcel of the economic transformations associated with
modernity, a prerequisite for the specialization and division of labor in industrial and postindustrial societies. From another perspective, formal education, as Hannerz argues, is a
cultural process, “an organized way of giving individuals cultural shape” (1987: 553).
Education entails both a formal and a ‘hidden curriculum,’ which “appears to involve,
centrally, one orientation or other to metropolitan cultural influences” (Hannerz 1987: 553;
Masemann 1974; Lecompte 1973). Maurus, in her ethnographic study of agro-pastoral
societies in southern Ethiopia confirms the weighty impact of education on the perspectives of
young people. She shows how, through the influence of schooling, and the access to town life
it brings, “young people’s concept of time shifts from a cyclical one, concentrated on the
reproduction of the social world, towards a linear one, focused on personal and national
development” (Maurus 2016: abstract).
Each of Ethiopia’s three regimes included widening access to formal education in its
development policy. Under the imperial regime, schooling was largely limited to urban areas
and the relatively elite. Under the Derg, formal schooling expanded into more rural and
peripheral regions of the country. The number of young people in primary school rose from
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Young people often mentioned education as a pathway away from the traditional and backward and into an
enlightened modernity. To be educated was to be modern. For example, my research assistant was explaining to
me that in the traditional Oromo wedding ceremony, they would put butter on their hair and their body,
sometimes melting a whole pot of butter and pouring it over their bodies. I asked Kedir if he did this when he
married his wife. “No,” he replied, “I am educated,” and he laughed. He said he just put a little dot on his
forehead for symbolic purposes.
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less than half a million in 1968-1969 to 2.8 million in the later years of socialist state.
Secondary education also increased, but at lower levels, over this period (see Table 18). Under
the current government, access to schooling increased exponentially. Tertiary educational
opportunities expanded under the current regime, particularly in the later years of the 1990s.
Table 18. School Enrollments by Level in Ethiopia, 1967-2003
Secondary
(Grades 9-12)

Technical
and
Vocational
Education

Teaching
Training
Institutes

Higher
Education

Years

Pre-Primary

Primary
(Grades 1-8)

1967-68

-

496,334

26,690

-

-

-

1970-71

-

728,548

53,220

-

-

-

1975-76

-

1,226,124

90,091

-

-

-

1980-81

-

2,341,437

216,876

-

-

-

1985-86

-

2,811,910

292,385

-

-

18,456

1990-91

-

2,871,325

453,985

-

-

17,895

1995-96

-

3,787,919

402,753

2,738

5,900

17,378

2000-01

109,358

7,274,121

649,221

8,639

6,224

46,812

2001-2002

118,986

7,982,760

684,630

38,176

6,080

48,143

2002-2003

123,057

8,572,315

626,714

54,026

7,002

77,946

-- data not available | Source: World Bank 2005: 26
Note: Numbers include governmental and nongovernment educational institutions

The current government focused on the rapid expansion of its education sector at both
ends of the spectrum, primary and tertiary, and achieved significant results. Net enrollment
rates in primary levels increased from 21 to 93 percent over the last two decades (UN 2014).
This educational transformation coincides with another important shift: an aspirational
orientation away from rural, agrarian livelihoods towards urban, professional futures (see
Abebe 2008; Tadele and Gella 2012; Camfield 2011; Schewel and Fransen 2018a).
In this chapter I explore how formal education shapes the migration trajectories and
immobility experiences of young people in Wayisso.58 I evaluate levels of educational
attainment and spatial mobility and find a strong, positive correlation between the two for both
men and unmarried women from Wayisso. I then explain how education impacts migration
aspirations and behavior. First, I show why the spatial location of formal schooling matters;
secondary and higher education is only found in town and thus the pursuit of higher education
is often the first reason rural youth migrate. Second, I show how the experience of formal
education and the professional opportunities it promises shape young people’s notions of the
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Some portions of this chapter are reproduced from Schewel and Fransen (2018a).
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good life, good work, and expectations about where these might be achieved. For those who
leave Wayisso for their education, the formal curriculum, the ‘hidden curriculum’ and living
life in town changes their aspirations, deepening discontent with rural lives and strengthening
desires for an urban future. Finally, I consider the growing gap between young people’s
professional aspirations and the actual opportunities available to them.

Educational Attainment and Mobility
Formal education became a possibility for people in Wayisso during the time of the Derg
(see Chapter Six). A single primary school was established in Andolla, a peasant association
some ten kilometers away from Wayisso. Schooling was in Amharic, and many recall that the
quality of education during the time of the Derg was higher than it is now. “It was during the
Derg that education really started in the rural areas,” one elder recalled. “They announced that
every child from the farmers should have to go to school. And the quality was good.” Although
universal primary education was a stated aim of the communist government, it was mainly men
who attended school, and there were still many who did not see the value of formal education
at that time. Attitudes towards education changed under the current government, as more
primary schools were established in more peasant associations, and the potential of education
as a ‘way out’ of agriculture became clearer as some individuals from Wayisso attained higher
levels.
Today, the formal school system in the ATJK woreda is as follows: grades one through
four constitute the first cycle of primary school, and Grades five through eight, the secondary
cycle of primary school. Primary school is taught in the mother tongue of the region, in this
case Afaan Oromo. A regional exam (in Afaan Oromo) then determines whether the pupil
moves into secondary school. Those who fail have the option to retake it the following year.
Grades nine and ten constitute the first cycle of secondary school, and classes are taught in
English. A qualifying national exam (in English) takes place after grade ten, which determines
whether the pupil can continue into preparatory school, Grades eleven and twelve. After grade
twelve, students take the National Entrance Exam for University. For individuals who fail the
grade ten exam, alternative education pathways exist: technical and vocational training or other
college courses, such as teacher training. Private educational institutions also flourish in the
area. They take advantage of the significant number of young people who cannot continue their
formal schooling trajectory but still have strong aspirations for higher education. In Ziway,
several young men and women from Wayisso attend college and bachelor level courses at the
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Rift Valley University — the largest private university in Ethiopia with twenty-seven campuses
around the country. Some informants also mentioned the possibility to pursue distance
education from learning centers in cities as far away as Shashemene.
In Wayisso, one third of the population has no formal schooling. This share is almost
half (48.6 percent) for women older than age fifteen. Table 19 shows the educational levels
attained by men and women born or living in Wayisso, disaggregated by age group.59 Among
older generations, aged forty and over, most never went to school; only a few men attained
some years of primary schooling. From the 40-59 year-old cohort, more men attained some
years of primary school, two completed secondary, and one received a university degree. No
women from this age group, however, attended school.
This gendered divide is changing for younger generations. Among those in their
twenties and thirties, although attainment rates lag behind men overall, almost one-quarter of
women completed primary levels (24.0 percent). A significant share has some degree of
secondary schooling (16.8 percent). Nevertheless, tertiary education at the university level or
higher remains the sphere of men in this age cohort; fourteen men hold a university degree and
one man has a master’s degree, compared to just one female university graduate, and one
female post-graduate degree holder (Ademtuu). A major obstacle in the traditional schooling
pathway is the regional exam after grade eight and the national exam after grade ten. Among
young people who fail the Grade 10 exam, diplomas – through governmental or private
institutions – are a popular alternative for those can afford it. Fifteen women and twenty-four
men in the 20-39 cohort had some sort of diploma (today, popular certifications are in teaching,
accounting, business or hotel management).
Among the youngest generation, those under the age of twenty, primary schooling has
become standard. This is facilitated by the fact that a school opened in Wayisso kebele in recent
decades, as well as changing social norms about educating girls. In fact, it appears that girls
under the age of twenty have attained higher levels of primary schooling than boys. This may
reflect the fact that boys often begin schooling at later ages, or are more likely to be pulled out
of school to tend to help with the cattle or farm (see Figure 45). Seventeen boys between the
ages of six and ten had not yet begun their formal schooling, compared to thirteen girls, in
Wayisso.
There is a clear generational divide in educational attainment, such that the generation
in their twenties and thirties is where we might expect formal education to have the greatest

59

This includes women born elsewhere who then moved into Wayisso when they married.
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impact on migration outcomes. Indeed, it is precisely this generation that was the first to move
out of Wayisso towards town. As the previous chapters illustrated, this generational movement
was shaped by other political, economic, and demographic changes as well, but access to
formal education is a major, if often underappreciated, influence.

Table 19. Educational Attainment by Age and Gender in Wayisso
Education
Level
None
Grades 1-4
Grades 5-8
Grades 9-10
Grades 11-12
Diploma
Degree
Total
n

Educational Attainment (%)
0-19*
F
2.0
36.6
45.5
13.9
1.0
1.0
100.0
101

M
3.1
56.3
26.0
11.5
2.1
1.0
100.0
96

20-39
F
41.6
4.0
24.0
13.6
3.2
12.0
1.6
100.0
125

M
5.5
7.3
16.5
31.2
3.7
22.0
13.8
100.0
109

40-59
F
100.0
100.0
47

M
19.4
32.3
38.7
6.5
3.2
100.0
31

60+
F
100.0
100.0
7

M
70.0
10.0
20.0
100.0
10

Source: Household survey 2016 | * children 10 years and under who have not yet begun schooling are not included

Figure 45. A Boy Watches the Herd as They Return from Fulee
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Disaggregated by gender, the connection between education and mobility shows similar
but distinct trends (see Tables 20 and 21). The relationship between years of education and
numbers of places lived is strong for men (r = .74, p < .01, N=274). For women, the relationship
is more modest (r = 0.48, p < .01, N=280), because women already move once for marriage,
and most do not attend school. If we exclude married women, the correlation is stronger (r =
.70, p < .01, N=114). For both sexes, the completion of primary school (Grade 8) appears to be
a turning point: those with secondary and higher levels of education live in urban areas, and
those with little or no education live in rural areas. This distinction is particularly striking for
men (see Figure 46), but it also holds for women (Figure 47).
Most women with no or primary levels of education live in two rural places, reflecting
the common practice of rural-rural migration for marriage. Men, with primary or lower levels
of education, were more likely to only live in one place, Wayisso, for their entire lives (see
Table 18). However, for both women and men, those with secondary or higher levels of
education experienced greater rates of mobility. For men, for example, seventy percent of those
with a diploma or degree had already lived in four or more places, almost all urban areas. Two
men with a diploma or degree now live in rural areas, but this is because of government
assigned work there. It is also interesting to note that only one out of seven women from
Wayisso working in the Middle East has no education. The other six had similar levels: three
completed grade seven, three completed grade eight, and one completed grade ten.

Table 20. Number of Places Lived by Educational Attainment, Women
Educational
Attainment

Number of Places Lived (%)

Total

n

-

100.0

107

-

-

100.0

4

10.0

-

2.0

100.0

50

32.3

9.7

3.2

-

100.0

31

40.0

20.0

20.0

20.0

-

100.0

5

-

25.0

31.3

18.8

12.5

12.5

100.0

16

-

-

-

-

50.0

50.0

100.0

2

9.3

63.7

17.2

5.6

2.3

1.9

100.0
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1

2

3

4

5

6

None

11.2

82.2

6.5

-

-

Grades 1-4

100.0

-

-

-

Grades 5-8

8.0

52.0

28.0

Grades 9-10

-

54.8

Grades 11-12

-

Diploma
Degree
Total

Source: Household Survey 2016 | For women born or living in Wayisso, aged fifteen and over
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Table 21. Number of Places Lived by Educational Attainment, Men
Educational
Attainment

Number of Places Lived (%)

Total

n

-

100.0

21

-

100.0

29

2.0

100.0

49

2.2

-

100.0

45

-

12.5

100.0

8

41.7

16.7

8.3

100.0

24

18.8

31.3

37.5

6.3

100.0

16

14.1

12.5

6.3

2.6

100.0

192

1

2

3

4

5

6

None

71.4

23.8

4.8

-

-

Grades 1-4

82.8

17.2

0.0

-

-

Grades 5-8

69.4

22.4

2.0

2.0

2.0

Grades 9-10

2.2

55.6

26.7

13.3

Grades 11-12

-

12.5

50.0

25.0

Diploma

-

8.3

25.0

Degree

-

6.3

38.5

26.0

Total

Source: Household Survey 2016 | For men born or living in Wayisso, aged fifteen and over

50
45
40

Frequency

35
30
25

Rural
Urban

20
15
10
5
0
None

Grades
1-4

Grades
5-8

Grades
9-10

Grades
11-12

Diploma

Degree

Figure 46. Place of Current Residence by Educational Attainment, Men
Source: Household Survey (for men 15 years and older)
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100
90
80
70

Frequency

60
Rural
50

Urban
Middle East

40

Europe

30
20
10
0
None

Grades
1-4

Grades
5-8

Grades
9-10

Grades
11-12

Diploma

Degree

Figure 47. Place of Current Residence by Educational Attainment, Women
Source: Household Survey (for women 15 years and older)

Thus, it seems that not only do those with higher levels of education migrate out of
Wayisso, their lives are also characterized by higher rates of mobility. For many, this mobility
may only occur across short distances: from Wayisso to Adami Tulu and then to Ziway, for
example. But the rising numbers of people leaving in four or more places suggests this mobility
is now extending further beyond the ATJK woreda. For the cohort in their twenties and thirties,
23.8 percent of men and 21.7 percent of women had lived in four or more places. The youngest
generation will likely show even higher rates of mobility as they grow older.
Access to education, and its impact on actual mobility outcomes, is not only dependent
on generation. It is also mediated through family dynamics. The family trees illustrate the
concentration of higher educational achievement within particular family lineages (see Figure
48). The family tree detailing out-migration from Wayisso from Chapter Four is reproduced
here for comparison: where educational attainment clusters, so too does out-migration (see
Figure 49). Table 22 confirms these trends, and shows that they hold across gender, too. The
average years of education are higher for men and women in Lineage 1, followed by Lineage
2, then Lineage 3. Rates of mobility follow suit.
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Table 22. Education and Mobility by Family Lineage for Ages 20-39
Lineage 1
Years
Education
(mean)
Number of
Places Lived
(mean)

n

Lineage 2

Lineage 3

F

M

Total

F

M

Total

F

M

Total

6.9

11.2

8.6

4.9

9.7

7.4

3.8

8.6

6.2

2.9

3.8

3.2

2.5

2.9

2.7

2.0

2.0

2.0

44

32

76

43

45

88

28

28

56

Source: Household Survey

Differentiated educational attainment was largely due to some household heads
embracing and encouraging formal education for their children, most notably elders from
Lineage 1, while other families did not immediately see the value, particularly elders in Lineage
3. An embrace of education meant making certain economic sacrifices to enable their children
to attend formal schooling, as well as challenging social norms when it concerned their
daughters. Hassan, for example, from Lineage 1, was one of the first men in Wayisso to
encourage his daughters to pursue their education, and they were among the first girls to attend
school from Wayisso village. Hassan’s daughter, Ademtuu, is the only person from Wayisso
to have left Ethiopia for Europe. She initially left to pursue a master’s degree in the
Netherlands. Now she lives in London. Education was a cause and consequence of her spatial
mobility, and the main reason her life came to be so drastically different from other women
from her village.
Another one of Hassan’s daughters explains how her father was different from others
in Wayisso. This young woman, Shula, was recently married in her early thirties, after pursuing
a number of different work opportunities: teaching in a government school, opening a shop in
the city, opening a mana lukoo to raise chickens and sell eggs. In 2017, she moved to a town
on the outskirts of Addis Ababa where her husband lives. She reflected on her father’s influence
on her decisions.
My father played a great role in my life. He always told us not to marry early or very
young. He encouraged us to continue our education and to be successful. No one asked
me to marry before I completed Grade 10. When I failed Grade 10, I was very angry,
and so I tried to proceed to the next level. I wasn’t thinking about marriage. And my
father advised me to continue with my education. He said, ‘you can’t get knowledge
after marriage. Just first get your knowledge, be qualified, and after you will find a
husband as you want.’ This was the advice of my father.
I told her I was surprised that a man with three wives would have such a view about women (I
lived with Shula and could be franker with her than others). She explained,

205

My father was a student. He studied until grade six, but when he got married, he
dropped his education. He knows the value of education. […] He was a representative,
a chairman of the kebele. He was selected repeatedly, because the community likes him
and also because he was a little more educated than the others. He was known for that.
That is why he got a second and third wife. Because the community likes him, because
they saw him protecting his first wife very well, they are going to give their children to
him. That’s how he came to have three wives. But he always advised me to keep up my
education.
I later learned that Hassan’s first daughter with his first wife did not go to school. She
married young and move to another rural kebele several days journey from Wayisso. After a
few years, her family soon learned that her husband was working away from the village, and
he rarely returned to look after her or his two children. He took a second wife where he was
working. “She became lonely. It was only our family who would check on her and her children.
There was no one to help her at the time,” her sister explained. One day she fell ill with typhoid.
Soon after, she passed away. Her tragedy is still difficult for the family to discuss and likely
another reason her sisters were encouraged to pursue their education. Of course, it is also
important to note that Hassan had some of the largest land-holdings in the village. This meant
he was able to afford sending his children, including his girls, to school.
This was not the case for other families. Not only did other families have less land, but
they also did not see the value of educating their children when primary schools first became
available in the area. The consequences of late engagement with education has had significant
(im)mobility consequences on future generations. Caawaa, an elder in Lineage 3, explains that
he now regrets not encouraging his children to pursue their education. “The reason so many of
my children stayed in Wayisso is because I did not give them time for their education. Instead
of ordering them to open their exercise book, I told them to farm and look after the cattle. So
they missed their education. They spent time on farming rather than schooling.” His sons sat
around him laughing. Caawaa pointed to one son on his left, Wariso. “This one, he is the clever
student. He was a ranked student, very clever, but he became sick and dropped his education
for many years. I was expecting great things from him, but then he got sick.” Wariso is better
now and back in school. But he is also already married with three children in Wayisso. And as
many others explained, it is harder to leave once you are married.
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Legend: Educational Attainment
None
Primary (1-6)
Primary (7-8)
Secondary (9-10)
College/Diploma (11-12)
University (12-15)
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Figure 48. Family Trees | Educational Attainment
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If young people aspire to pursue their education, there are a number of obstacles that
need to be overcome. The first is securing familial support for that decision — because others
will have to cover their time away from the fields, cattle, or household tasks. It is not
uncommon nowadays to see old men taking cattle down the road from Wayisso to Fulee to
drink from the river, for example. This was almost exclusively the responsibility of young boys
in previous generations. Furthermore, for female students, families have to forego or postpone
the traditional dowry they could receive upon the marriage of their daughters to another family
— a significant financial boon during times of economic hardship. Even when families lend
their support to educational pursuits, however, challenges remain. Not all families are able to
afford the costs of sending their children to secondary education in town. Even if tuition at
government schools is free, the spatial location of schooling in urban areas means the costs of
access to Adami Tulu or Ziway (whether in a rented room, meals, or transportation) can be
insurmountable for poorer families. Secondary schooling becomes accessible only to those who
can afford a rural-urban migration project.

The Spatial Location of Schooling
The first formal school that people from Wayisso attended was the ‘Woransa school’
in the Andolla kebele, some ten kilometers away, during the time of the Derg. The first people
to attend school remember walking to and from the school through forest, cautious of wild
animals like lions and hyenas. When government established a new school in the Shisho Xaboo
kebele, adjacent to Wayisso, students began to attend there. Since the 1990s, the number of
primary and secondary schools and enrollments increased (see Table 23). As illustrated in
Figure 50, there is now at least one primary school in every kebele of the woreda — although
not all schools offer the full eight years of the two cycles of primary. Secondary schools are
only located in the larger towns or cities of the woreda: Ziway, Adami Tulu, Bulbulla, Oitu,
and Jido. Preparatory Schools and vocational schools are only available in Bulbulla and Ziway.
Private schools also exist, but these also primarily located in urban centers.

Table 23. The Expansion of Public Education in ATJK Woreda
Enrollments
Grades 1-4

Year

Enrollments
Grades 5-8

Enrollments
Grades 9-10

Employed
Teachers

F

M

Total

F

M

Total

F

M

Total

F

M

Total

1990

1190

3603

4793

96

260

356

0

0

0

26

85

111

2001

5268

8397

13665

1114

3879

4993

0

0

0

95

210

305

2010

9623

10515

20138

6466

6472

12938

1324

1674

2998

159

343

502

Source: ATJK woreda Office of Education (24 February 2016) | Note: These estimates do not include Ziway,
which is now an urban woreda under the direct administration of the regional government.

Figure 50. Locations of Schools in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha Woreda
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Because secondary and higher educational institutions only exist in urban areas, rural
students usually need to move to urban areas to attend. This movement, what Crivello (2011)
referred to as ‘migration-for-education,’ is common in many countries experiencing an
educational transition, but in theoretical perspectives on the influence of education on
migration, it is often overlooked. Existing migration theories generally hypothesize that rising
educational attainment should increase the likelihood of migration because education is a form
of human capital that increases the potential gains available to an individual at a potential
destination, and the structural dynamics of modern labor markets concentrate skilled labor in
urban areas (see Sjaastad 1962; Schwartz 1976; Massey et al. 1993; Lee 1966; see Schewel
and Fransen 2018). This assumes that education is attained in origin areas, shaping the
migration decision-making process before migration occurs. This perspective neglects the
well-documented but little theorized reality that accessing education is often the first reason
for rural-urban migration in poorer countries. In Ethiopia, while primary schools are
increasingly accessible to rural areas, secondary and tertiary schools require a move to towns
or cities. In the ATJK woreda, it is often after a young person moves to a more urban area for
education that further movement or return is considered. Thus, rather than the pursuit of work
or lack of land being the direct impetus for urbanward movement, as is often assumed, the
pursuit of education motivates the first migration experience of most young people in the ATJK
woreda.
The introduction of formal education into the kebele was uneven, and mobility
trajectories were shaped by where educational opportunities arose. Adam, for example, is a
young man who was born in a neighboring kebele, Suro, but moved into Wayisso when his
father gave him land that had previously been held by the state; it was taken by individuals
when the Derg government was overthrown and the new government came to power. Adam
was born in Suro in 1983 and attended to his family’s cattle in his early years. He began
schooling in 1995, at the age of twelve. By 1998, he reached the last grade available in the Suro
primary school, grade four. To continue to grade five, he moved to Adami Tulu. However, the
next year, the government announced that grades five through eight would be available at the
Suro primary school. He then returned to Suro for grade six, but after finishing, found that
grades 7 and 8 were not yet available. He moved back to Adami Tulu, where he met his wife
and married.
After finishing his primary education, the only options for secondary school were in
Ziway or Bulbulla. In 2003 and 2004, he and his wife lived in Bulbulla to continue their
212

secondary education. His wife completed grade nine, but dropped out after having their first
child. Adam completed grades nine and ten, but he failed the national exam after Grade 10,
and thus was unable to proceed to preparatory school. They returned to Suro. For one year,
they lived with his family, and Adam helped with farming, while contemplating his next move.
He decided to study for a diploma. He heard about a distance-learning business management
course being offered in Shashemene, a large city some 80 km south. No distance learning class
was being offered in Ziway, and he did not have the money to support a move to town. For the
next three years, he continued farming and studying business management from a distance. But
he struggled to balance the demands of his work with the requirements of his education. “I
didn’t have the chance to be a regular student. I was plowing the land, sowing the crops and
harvesting.” From the little money he made, he financed his trips to Shashemene for the
occasional in-person tutorials and exams. He graduated, but was not able to find work with his
newly acquired diploma. He has decided to continue studying. Now, in addition to farming, he
is taking weekend classes at the private Rift Valley University College in the accounting
department.
One cannot help but wonder if all of the sacrifices and resources Adam has invested in
his business management and accounting diplomas will, in the end, result in the professional
work opportunities he desires. It is likely that his aspirations will remain frustrated, and he will
remain, like so many others in Wayisso village, feeling “stuck,” or involuntary immobile, to
use Carling’s (2002) term. While Adam has been creative about balancing a life in Wayisso
alongside his education pursuits, many others feel that their inability to leave Wayisso is a
direct cause of their inability to pursue higher levels of education. The following story
illustrates the degree to which people see education as the ‘way out,’ and the real constraints
they face in realizing their educational aspirations.
Bilisuma was born in 1972, and he spent his childhood shepherding his father’s cattle.
His father had, at one point, over one hundred cattle. “He was rich, and that’s one reason he
got me,” Bilisuma’s mother laughed. They had land at that time, but they did not plough much
of it. “We didn’t depend on crops then. We sustained our lives with the cattle.” In 1987, at the
age of fifteen, Bilisuma began his education. It was common — and to some degree still is —
for boys to begin their education at a later age, as their childhood years are dedicated to
shepherding. At that time, formal schooling was a new phenomenon introduced by the Derg
regime, and almost exclusively attended by boys and men. The benefits of education were not
yet widely appreciated. Nevertheless, Bilisuma’s father allowed him to attend. He continued
his education through grade six, which he completed in 1994 at the age of twenty-two.
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Although Bilisuma wanted to continue — grade seven was newly opened at the
Woransa school — his father felt it was time for Bilisuma to “start his life,” to marry and to
receive some land and cattle of his own. He, therefore, refused Bilisuma’s request to continue
studying. Although Bilisuma resisted, even to the point where village elders had to be called,
he could not deny his father. In the same year, 1994, he married a young woman of his parents’
choosing. But Bilisuma carried his frustration into his marriage, fighting it even after it began.
The marriage did not last long, only three months, after which they separated. Bilisuma
returned to farming for several years, trying but failing to find a way to continue his education,
until his father convinced him to marry again. In 1996, Bilisuma married another woman, and
this time he was more open and content with the decision. Looking back, Bilisuma reflects on
his father’s priorities at that time in his life. “I think that my father didn’t do it to hurt me. It is
just lack of awareness and education. That’s why he took me out of my education to continue
my life with a woman. He was worried that if he died, there would be no one to take the cattle
and protect and plough the land. He was thinking about the life of the family.”
After three years of marriage, Bilisuma, as head of his own household, decided to return
to his education. The elementary school at Woransa now offered grades seven and eight. He
passed the regional exam at grade eight, which opened up the possibility to proceed to high
school. By this time, Bilisuma had four children. The only high schools available were in
neighboring towns. He looked to Bulbulla, a town south of Wayisso, which had one high
school. He rented a small room in Bulbulla to attend grades nine and ten there. To pay his rent,
he cut trees from the forest neighboring Wayisso — government land that had little oversight
at that time — and sold the wood to bakeries in Bulbulla. Bilisuma remembers this as a time
of great effort and great difficulty:
My family didn’t want me to learn. Especially my mom didn’t like it. She always told
me to come back and stay with my children. ‘For whom are you leaving your children
and your wife? You have to come and work here. What is the value of your education?’
They said things like this. This hindered my education. No one helped me when I was
in Bulbulla.
Bilisuma failed the national exam after grade ten, meaning the formal pathway to preparatory
school and potentially university were now closed to him. Many young people fail this exam,
and a common alternative is to go to college — for example, a vocational and technical college,
or to receive a teaching diploma. But, as mentioned, these are also located in town, and thus
require the financial resources to sustain a life in town and to pay tuition fees.
I really wanted to study in college, but at that time, I didn’t have the money to pay for
it. I tried to find a solution and had one idea. To ask help from the community that lives
here in Wayisso. I prepared a celebration, I prepared tea and coffee at my home and
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called the others, informing them that my result was too low but I still wanted to learn.
I told them I did not have enough money to continue, and they helped me. They gave
some money, but it was not enough to continue and study at college. I had already
competed at the technical college and vocational school in Ziway, and I had already
passed the entrance exam, but I did not have money in my hand to pay for a rented
house and to live in Ziway. Life again was difficult for me. […] I decided to stop
thinking about my education. I decided to drop it and put education out of my mind. I
came back to my family and started living with my family, working.
Bilisuma continued farming his land, tending to his cattle, and selling wood to bakeries in
Bulbulla. This additional revenue stream came to an end when Verde Beef moved into the area
and cut down all of the trees in the forest neighboring Wayisso. At first, Bilisuma was happy.
He rented a car to transport the wood to Bulbulla and made a significant profit. He built a new
house for his family. “But after that, all the trees were gone, and I didn’t have any more
opportunity.” Bilisuma then looked to the foreign investors for work. He tried working at
Verde Beef, but he found the work very difficult and not worth the low pay. Then he started
work at the neighboring meat-packaging company, but after the Oromo protests began, the
company shut down for a few weeks. Bilisuma did not continue when they reopened.
Bilisuma now has seven plots of land and eight children. When thinking about their
future, he knows education is critical:
The great problem when I was a child was the backwardness of my family. They didn’t
want their children to go to school. But now, I know the benefits of education. […] As
much as possible, I’m going to struggle in my life and educate my children. Because I
don’t have anything to give them, except education. If they become well trained, they
may change their life in the future. I don’t have many plots. I don’t have money. I can’t
give to them like my father gave to me. So the only thing I can do is to educate my
children. And now the schools are not very far from here.
Bilisuma’s oldest son is seventeen years old. He is in the sixth grade.
Bilisuma’s story highlights the significant constraints young (and adult) people face to
realize their educational aspirations. Bilisuma was from the second family lineage, the Abayii.
His father was wealthy, and had there been the vision and encouragement to pursue education,
his father would likely have been able to support this investment. But that support was not
there, and Bilisuma constantly fought an uphill battle to continue his education. The way in
which Bilisuma narrated his life history — his emphasis of his educational attainment and the
ways in which his efforts towards education were thwarted shows the prominent place of
formal education in the social imaginary as a primary pathway out of Wayisso into a ‘better
life.’
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Education and Changing Aspirations
The role of formal schooling in shaping the social imaginary, and in particular, young
people’s aspirations and expectations for their lives, is significant. In our study of migration
aspirations among young Ethiopians, Fransen and I found that even just completing primary
levels of education significantly increased the aspiration to live elsewhere. One reason for this
is because, as Margaret Lecompte explains, education employs both a formal and a ‘hidden
curriculum’:
Going to school is part of the socialization process; schools transmit skills, aspirations,
norms, and behavior patterns which assist in the assumption of specific roles. They do
so both overtly and covertly. Overtly, they transmit cognitive skills such as reading,
writing, and mathematics. Less obviously, the schools pursue noncognitive objectives
- norms, values, and behavior patterns deemed important for socialization to adulthood.
(Lecompte 1973: 22).
While other social forces clearly exert an influence on the knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations
of young people — for example, the family, religious or other community institutions — the
school offers a particular kind of education. It is a “formal” education, what Durkheim (1956)
described as the space in which children are trained for citizenship in a larger society.
In the ATJK woreda, the formal and hidden curriculum of schools deepened discontent
with rural lives and fostered hopes of urban futures. To give one rather blatant example, in a
grade seven social studies text book used at the Sher Ethiopia school in Ziway, I came across
the following exercise (see Figure 51). It presents two pictures to the student: “my village
home,” a decrepit mud and stick hut with thatched roof and trash in the front; and “my town
home,” a two-story white house, with a balcony and palm trees. The box asked the students to
look at the pictures A and B and describe each picture to your partner. On the following page,
it asks students to say which home they prefer and why. When I found his example, I was
astounded. The village home was hardly representative of the well-kept traditional homes in
Wayisso, and I had yet to see such a townhouse in Ziway. Hardly ‘hidden,’ this example shows
how formal education can shape young people’s perceptions of “village” and “town” life.60

60

See also Maurus 2016 (pages 17-19) for similar examples.
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Figure 51. Author's Photograph of a Social Sciences Textbook for Seventh Graders
Perhaps more influential than the promise of an urban future that education implicitly
or explicitly holds is the actual experience of living in town while studying. “It completely
changes young people. Once they live in the urban area, they are completely changed,” one
father in Wayisso expressed. One mother explained her understanding of why:
Initially they go to urban areas for the sake of education. This is why they leave. But
then after they taste the life of the urban area — they get pure water in front of their
house, they have light, they access as many facilities as they like — they come back to
their birthplace. They see how we are spending our lives with the soil. We don’t have
time to part with this soil. Here the life is based on farming. There in the city, they use
a bajjaj for transportation. Here, they are going to use a cart to go and fetch water from
far away. They hate it. After they taste the urban life, they hate to live with their mother
and father.
When young adults from Wayisso shared their life histories, education was often the first
reason they left, and the experience of moving to town was one of the most formative
experiences of their life. Life histories were often narrated in terms of educational attainment,
or lack thereof. What people shared about their first experience of living in town was
remarkably common: the difficulty of living away from family; learning to prepare food for
themselves; having to pay for everything; accessing clean water and electricity; being able to
study after school rather than shepherd the cattle. Through these experiences, young people
learned “to be an urban person,” as one young man put it. They “adapted” to urban life.
Ademtuu, the first girl from Wayisso to move to Adami Tulu for school, remembers
her experience. “Ah, don’t remind me,” she laughed. “It was hard but I miss it. It took us three
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hours to walk from Wayisso to Tulu,” where she lived in a rented room with her brother and
cousins.
Tulu was a small town then. It had electricity and water — but the water was sourced
from one place. You had to take your jerrycans to collect it. Not like Ziway, where
everyone had water in their own compound. I remember I used to like to sleep with the
light on. When we rented the house, the owner would come by to make sure we turned
the light off at night. But I would keep it on, even when I slept. I would wake up if I
heard him coming and yell, ‘I’m studying!’ just to keep the light on.
Access to basic facilities is an important difference between rural and urban life, and one that
deepens aspirations to live in town. Beyond access to running water and electricity, basic
infrastructure for today’s young people now includes communications technology. As Figure
52 shows, video houses showing movies or football matches are popular places. More and more
urban youth have a smart phone and a Facebook profile.

Figure 52. A Video House in Ziway
Once in towns and cities, young people became even more connected to opportunities
elsewhere. Whereas from the perspective of Wayisso, Ziway is like the “capital city,” as one
man in Wayisso described it, once in Ziway, other urban centers further afield enter into
people’s aspirational horizons and ‘mental maps’ (Fuller and Chapman 1974). In our study of
migration aspirations, Fransen and I found an interesting trend in aspired futures: rural youth
more often imagined moving to small towns or cities of their district, compared to urban youth
who looked to larger urban areas or the capital city. This hierarchy in the mental maps of young
people mirrors actual internal migration patterns, where people often go from rural areas to
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neighboring towns before making more long-distance moves to larger urban centers — what
the migration literature refers to as ‘step-wise migration’ (see, for example, Nilsson 2003; King
and Skeldon 2010).

The Aspiration-Opportunity Gap
One of the most important elements mentioned by young and old alike was the impact
of education on young people’s ability to influence their futures. One older woman explained,
“When I was young, women did not go to school. […] That is why I agreed to marry the person
of my father’s choosing. I was uneducated. I didn’t have any other opportunity. Rather than
losing my family, I agreed to live with someone who I didn’t know. If I were educated, I would
have known what to do with my future.” “You would have chosen something else?” I asked
her. “Yes. I would have made decisions. If I had studied, I would have been a decision maker.”
Because of the high regard this mother holds for education, she treats her children who are in
school differently. “Today, our children are studying. […] They know what they are going to
do. And we are not going to force them into something else or to interrupt their lives. That is
the great difference between now and then.”
Yomen shared the same sentiment when I first met her. She compared her situation to
that of her uneducated sisters:
There is a big difference in my life compared to my older sisters. They didn’t know
anything. They didn’t try to see what way was good and what way is bad. They just
simply married according to the expectations of our family. But in my case, I am
educated. I went to school. And I know something. I have a right and I have the
opportunity to look at which [way] is good and which one is bad, and I want to choose
the way that I like. But they didn’t do like that. They simply went the way of their
family. But at my age, I am going to decide for myself. This is the difference.
Of course, whether women can realize alternative futures depends upon the actual opportunities
available to them, as the last chapter illustrated in relation to women who migrate to the Middle
East, and as the next chapter shows in relation to Yomen’s future.
Whether the formal curriculum matches real economic opportunities on the ground
remains a significant question. One key concern relates to the quality of public education as it
has rapidly expanded. A major obstacle is language. Primary school is conducted in Afaan
Oromo, but after grade eight, students are expected to master English to such a degree that they
can take a formal examination in English after grade ten. Furthermore, teachers themselves are
not always proficient in English. It was not uncommon to encounter secondary school teachers
who were supposed to teach in English, yet had difficulty having an extended conversation in
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English. Secondary schools often relied on what is commonly referred to as “plasma” methods
— students watch video lessons on the television and the in-class teacher offers an introduction
and summary at the end. But as one student complained, the teachers do not always understand
what the (often) South African instructors on the television are saying. One young man told
me he enjoyed going to school and “just watching television,” but later failed his exam and
regretted that he had not learned much.
One afternoon, a young woman sat down with me to evaluate her answers to the English
section of her Grade 10 exam. Her confidence in my English ability began to wane as I stared
at the first question and read it several times over. “What is the correct response?” she asked
impatiently. “I don’t think there is one,” I replied. Nevertheless, I assured her that her response,
A, was most likely the best one (see Figure 53).

Figure 53. An English Question
One Ethiopian academic explained that the government is aware of the problem of lowquality of education but accepts it as the price to be paid for growing access. Yet, he shared,
there are also other elements at play beyond the desire to simply expand access. He mentioned
a results-based aid scheme by the Department for International Development (DfID) of the
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United Kingdom, which offered the Government of Ethiopia payment for each student sitting
and passing the Grade 10 examination (slightly more if they were female and/or from
disadvantaged areas), with total reward payments of approximately £15.6 million over a threeyear pilot period. This incentivizes schools to move pupils through the system without real
quality control, the professor explained. “People are getting degrees but it doesn’t mean much.”
This professor’s graduate students today have worse English language skills than his first-year
undergraduate students many years ago. “The education system is a mess.”
Because of the low quality of education, young people who invest in education to obtain
professional work often fail to develop the skills and capacities required for those professional
positions. This ‘skills gap’ is a challenge across Ethiopia. However, the ramifications go
beyond this gap at the level of skills. There are also significant consequences for young people
whose experience of education generates expectations for their lives that they will not be able
to achieve. For example, in the Young Lives study, young people aspired to fourteen years of
education on average, or a university-level degree, and professional forms of work (Schewel
and Fransen 2018a). Yet, the majority of these same youth, between the ages of 17 and 19, had
not made it past primary levels. This highlights the tension between aspirations and the actual
capabilities required to achieve them, and the role of formal schooling in widening the
aspiration-opportunity gap. For a country where some eighty percent of the population still live
in rural areas, the overwhelmingly urban and professional aspirations of young people surveyed
in that study is surprising.
Ulf Hannerz (1987) theorizes how education impacts the aspirations and economic
behavior of young people using the concept of ‘cultural capital’. Hannerz suggests that, for
those with high educational credentials, their education serves as “a passport to social power
and material influence.” However, for “school leavers,” those who stop their education before
or after finishing primary schooling, or perhaps some of secondary, “often form distinct
subcultures—at times, of a disreputable sort: they are the ‘rascals’, or ‘sons of the wind’. That
formal cultural capital they have acquired does not take them very far. At the same time, they
may have been strongly influenced by the hidden curriculum; the modeling of consumption
patterns by school teachers, attitudes to manual work, to rural life, and so forth” (Hannerz 1987:
554). Daniel Mains’ (2013) study of unemployed young men in Jimma illustrates that this
reality is not only the experience of ‘school leavers’ in Ethiopia; it is also the reality for many
young people who complete their schooling but do not have the opportunity to secure the
government or other professional jobs that match their aspirations. These young men often
preferred unemployment to socially undesirable work.
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What was striking in the ATJK woreda is the degree to which these aspirational shifts
can occur, even with low levels of education. Young people with even just primary levels of
education often looked down upon work in Sher’s greenhouses and refused to work there. If
aspirations do not match actual economic opportunities, young people increasingly grow
frustrated with the lack of “good work” available to them. Quite naturally, migration
aspirations emerge. Of course, it is important to remember that aspirations are anything but
static. As Bilisuma’s story and others from the next chapter will illustrate, people also adapt
their aspirations to the actual opportunities and constraints they face.

Conclusion
In the ATJK woreda formal schooling began under the Derg, and expanded more
rapidly under the new government. As access to formal schooling expanded, so too did
aspirations and capabilities to leave Wayisso. The first generation to become educated, those
between the ages of twenty and forty, is also the generation that began to migrate to town.
The overarching positive relationship between education and spatial mobility is
mediated by gender, family group, and household wealth. Men, for example, have more
opportunities to access higher levels of education and alternative occupations than women. As
a result, there is a stronger correlation between their educational attainment and spatial
mobility. Most migration remains short-distance: from Wayisso to Adami Tulu and then to
Ziway, for example. But the rising numbers of young adults, both men and women, living in
four or more places suggests that this spatial mobility now extends further beyond the ATJK
woreda.
Women, particularly older generations, did not have the opportunity to go to school;
their mobility was largely from one family to another, from one rural place to another, when
they married. But education is changing this pattern. New kinds of mobility now characterize
the lives of young women, one important form of which is migration to the Middle East,
discussed in the last chapter. Those who leave for the Middle East are not the least educated,
nor are they the most. They aspire for a different kind of future than their rural mothers, but do
not see the opportunity to achieve it through the formal education or work opportunities in
Ethiopia. It is important to note that most girls, however, are not migrating to the Middle East;
those who can move to town, just like the boys.
Beyond these gendered distinctions, family lineage also shapes whether children attend
school. The average years of education are higher for men and women in Lineage 1, followed
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by Lineage 2, then Lineage 3, and rates of spatial mobility, measured in terms of how many
places a person has lived, follow suit. Households that invested in education earlier see higher
rates of out-migration among their children. The households that can invest in education are
those that see its value and have the resources to make the necessary economic sacrifices. As
Bilisuma’s story illustrated, even household heads who value and aspire for higher levels of
education, for themselves and their children, are often unable to realize these aspirations
because they lack the discretionary income needed. One major reason for this is because, in the
ATJK woreda, secondary and higher levels of education are only offered in town. Thus, to be
able to pursue education, an individual or family needs to have the discretionary funds to
support a rural-urban migration project. For those who can migrate to town, the experience of
living in town, of accessing new goods and services there, furthers discontent with rural
lifestyles and strengthens aspirations for an urban future. A move to town for school changes
people’s expectations for their lives.
Providing higher levels of education to rural areas may alleviate the initial need to move
to town, but it is more likely to delay than reverse this general urbanward shift in migration
aspirations and behavior. This is because it is not just the spatial location of schooling that
shapes migration trajectories, it is also the content of formal schooling – its formal and ‘hidden
curriculum’ – that orients young people’s aspirations towards urban, professional work. As
Ben White suggests, formal schooling, as it is currently practiced, “teaches young people not
to want to be farmers” (2012: 12, citing Biriwasha 2012). Indeed, in Wayisso, agricultural
knowledge is transmitted through non-formal channels, most often the family, while ‘formal
education’ was exclusively a pathway out of agriculture into something else. Many young
people will not achieve the educational levels they wish nor the alternative forms of work they
desire, and agriculture will remain an important part of their lives. Yet, the social devaluation
of agricultural work means young people are increasingly unsatisfied with rural futures.
Changing aspirations, in particular widening dissatisfaction with rural futures, needs to
be taken as seriously as the structural opportunities and constraints young people face when
analyzing why and how people move or stay. Aspirations orient where and how people invest
in their futures. Bilisuma, for example, did not spend his discretionary income from selling
wood on new agricultural techniques or acquiring more land; he spent it on supporting his
education in pursuit of a better life in town. The fact that the good life is now in town means
that those who stay are more likely to be ‘involuntarily’ than ‘voluntarily immobile,’ and their
willingness to invest in rural futures is less. As people in Wayisso gain access to resources –
financial, human, social – they are more likely to use these to support a move to town than
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securing a better future in the village. In other words, if aspirations have shifted to the city,
people will continue to leave Wayisso, even if structural ‘push factors’ are alleviated.
The following chapter looks more closely at how notions of the good life have changed.
Aspirations are fundamentally shaped by what people see as ‘good’ and behavior is oriented
around making one’s way there, through a complex web of opportunities and constraints, as
best they can. I show how people narrate these shifts in the ‘good,’ and the role migration has
played in this urbanization of the social imaginary.
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Chapter 9. The Good Life
The previous chapters illustrate that understanding migration transitions – from seminomadic pastoralism to settled agrarianism to new forms of urban-centric mobility and
involuntary immobility – requires a two-fold analysis of change: at the level of social structures
(i.e. the state, the market, formal education) and at the level of the social imaginary (i.e. ideas,
values, attitudes and norms). There is often a false dichotomy imposed upon explanations of
social change, between ‘ideas’ and ‘material factors’ as rival causal agencies (Taylor 2007).
But as Taylor (2007) shows, this dichotomy is misleading. Self-conceptions and modes of
understanding are essential to explain why certain behaviors come to be seen as normal instead
of others. Ideas are internal to material practices; “one cannot distinguish the two in order to
ask the question, which causes which” (Taylor 2007: 212).
This chapter gives closer attention to shifts in the social imaginary, which directs people’s
notion of the ‘good’ and determines what opportunities, constraints, and capabilities are
important and relevant to their lives. Thus, I focus here on what features constitute a ‘good life’
from the perspective of those born in Wayisso, and how these changed over time. To
understand the roots of individual migration aspirations, we have to understand their relation
to a social imaginary that orients what people value and ultimately do. I look to the narratives
of local people about rural and urban lives and interrogate their social imaginary through their
perceptions of the good life. I show how they narrate the movement of the good life from a
rural past to an urban future. I then examine the direct role migration plays in shaping the
contours of the imagined good life. Previous chapters focused primarily on how processes of
development shape the social imaginary and social structures that in turn give rise to migration
aspirations and behavior. In the second half of this chapter, I consider things the other way
around: how does migration influence a changing social imaginary?

The Transformation of the ‘Good Life’
One lens to examine the social imaginary is to explore how people make sense of their
past, present, and futures. The very construction of a past, a present, and a future is arguably a
modern conception, based on linear notions of time and progress. Nevertheless, how the past,
present, and future are described, desired, or disdained reveals important facets of an operating
imaginary. In this section, I show how people themselves describe their pasts; how they see
themselves now — often ‘stuck’ between their present realities and idealized futures; and the
strands that constitute the good life towards which they strive. As mentioned previously, there
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is not a single conception of the good life in this region of Ethiopia. Visions of the good are
shaped by generation, by education, by experience, gendered norms, and social hierarchies. Its
exact constellations shift along these dividing lines. And yet, a general relocation of the good
life from the rural to the urban is a common shift among young people in Wayisso – one that
gives rise to widespread migration aspirations.
There were a few recurrent themes that were shared about the good life: the rural life
was the good life, and the quality of that life was measured in cattle, milk and butter. However,
that life has passed, and the village is now a place of poverty and difficulty, of stagnation and
struggle. The good life today is in the city, and it is measured in access to material means. For
those with the capability to leave, the city promises access to basic needs like clean water,
electricity, and education. Perhaps even more importantly, it promises change in one’s material
and social circumstances.
Nevertheless, some people shared conflicting narratives about the past and present, of
rural and urban lives. Young people were more likely to see older generations as ‘backwards’;
older generations were more likely to see urban youth as ‘lazy’ and corrupted by the city.
Women were more likely to see the past as ‘dark’ and the future as ‘bright’; older men lamented
the decline of their once dignified positions in the social web. The following section tells some
of the common stories told about the transformation of the ‘good life,’ after which I complicate
this narrative by showing divergent perspectives on some of its facets.

The Good Life was Rural
For earlier generations, nearly everyone agreed, the rural life was the good life. “Earlier,
our families lived a rich life — they simply drank milk and ate butter. Their way of life was
good,” one elder shared. The tropes of milk, butter, and honey are everywhere in people’s
imaginations of the past. Their ancestors were strong, wealthy, and happy. “During the time of
my great-grandfather, our lives were based on the cattle. We lived by drinking milk, by eating
butter. We slaughtered the cattle and drank their blood. When you compare these people to the
people today, they were stronger, because they drank milk, ate butter, and drank blood,” one
middle-aged farmer shared. Some degree of romanticization of the past is inherent in people’s
telling of it. “At that time, there were no thieves. There was no killing anyone… without a
reason. You loved everyone,” another elder reminisced. Whatever you needed was available;
money was not an issue: “We didn’t use much money. There was no place for money. At that
time, one cow was one birr. One birr was so much money!”
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The symbolic and material center of the good life was cattle. The number of cattle people
had was the measuring stick of wealth, and how they ate and drank was another clearly related
one. Meat, milk, and butter all came from their livestock. When strangers were received, or
marriage rites were held, ‘wealth’ was shared in cattle, milk, butter and meat. As one elder in
the community related: “There was one special meal called Tuma Nyaata. It was considered
that whoever eats Tuma Nyaata is respected and is given recognition. He is wealthy and strong
enough to do anything.” Tuma Nyaata is a form of ground meat. After slaughtering a cow, the
red meat was dried in the sun, after which they used mortar and pestle to grind it. They then
mixed the meat with butter, milk and blood. “That was the meal for the wealthiest people.”
In addition to cattle, one’s social position was determined by a man’s position within the
gada system (see Chapter Six). While only a select few would come to be gada fathers, the
advantages this afforded were more social than economic: the respect, prestige, and power this
position brought. Certainly, there were also economic benefits, but as described in Chapter
Seven, economic inequalities between households were measured in cattle. The more cattle
and the more respect a man had, the more wives he was ‘given,’ as one young woman put it.
Thus, another measuring stick of wealth and status was the number of wives and children a
man had.
The good life — with abundant cattle, good grazing lands, a large family, and a firm
position within the established social system — could only be sustained or even envisioned in
rural areas. Towns were places for the ‘poor,’ and even as Adami Tulu and Ziway grew in the
mid-20th century, the wealthy continued to prefer the rural life. As one elder explained, in the
1960s, even the most advantaged and wealthiest men with ties to Haile Selassie’s government
eschewed urban areas:
Ashu Bentuu was one balabat during the time of Haile Selassie. Even he didn’t have a
house here in Adami Tulu. At that time, we thought that wealthy people were going to
live in rural areas, and it is only the poor who are going to move to urban areas. Even
Bentuu’s daughters and sons did not have a house in the urban area. Because those who
are wealthy, those who have many cattle, are going to be in the rural area. They didn’t
want to be in the urban area. It is the poor who settled those cities [Adami Tulu and
Ziway].
However, just as people shared a belief in the wealth and prosperity of earlier generations,
they shared the opinion that “the rural life has passed.” “The good life is no longer in the rural
areas.” The signs of wealth for previous generations were used to illustrate the decline and fall
of rural lifestyles. As one older man put it, “In our age, we were drinking milk. We ate butter.
We ate porridge. But now we are proceeding to oil. I hate oil. I don’t want to eat it. The life of
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society has changed from milk to oil, from butter to oil, from porridge to oil.” Another older
woman recounted, “Now butter is too expensive, but before we could get it all the time. Now,
it is difficult to even eat butter, but before, we would use it for our hair!” Further, the material
and symbolic status of cattle has been replaced by money. As one elder explains in relation to
marriage practices:
Earlier, we drank blood as part of the marriage ceremony. The girl’s family will bring
a container of blood — if the girl’s family is wealthy, they will bring two — and they
mix the blood with milk. Every family member would then drink that blood to show
that we are now sharing the blood of each other. And four cattle would also be given
by to her family. But recently, times have changed. It has changed completely from
blood to money, what we call the gabara for the woman’s family. Now, nobody drinks
blood. They just give money to her family.
And so, the denigration of the rural life is captured in the movement from butter to oil, from
blood to money.
Perhaps more than any objective evaluation of whether the quality of life was truly better
before than it is now, these narratives confirm that people have come to see themselves as poor
in Wayisso, something they were not before. Their ancestors would certainly be “poor”
according to our economic criteria of today — they would fall below the one dollar per day
poverty line; they exchanged cattle and goods more than money. They had higher mortality
rates, particularly among children. And egalitarian as the gada system may have been, it was
strongly patriarchal, leaving little room for women in the decision-making of the community.
Yet, these negative elements were rarely mentioned in reminisces about the past. People
remember that the lands were green, and their ancestors were wealthy, dignified, strong and
happy.

The Good Life is in the City
Today, the good life is nowhere to be found in rural areas. It has migrated to the city. As
so many people shared, both young and old, “it is much better to live in the city.”61 At the most
fundamental level, people have changing expectations for the quality of their material life, and
what are now seen as basic needs — easy access to clean water, electricity, toilets — are only
found in town. As the previous chapter illustrated, young people are often exposed to these
facilities when they first move to town for their education. Afterwards, it is difficult to return
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Although technically Adami Tulu and Ziway are more likely to be categorized as ‘towns,’ rather than cities
(their populations are below 100,000 people), they are ‘cities’ in the imaginations of those who live in the rural
areas surrounding them – particularly Ziway.
228

to areas with no light or plumbing. As one young woman put it, “What can my generation do
in Wayisso? There cannot meet our basic needs there. We don’t have anything — no electricity,
not enough clean water, no transport. […] Young people who have left may go back to Wayisso
for the day, but they won’t even stay one night there.”
These changing expectations go beyond basic needs. The city is also the realm of
consumption, and access to capital, technology, knowledge, and perhaps most importantly, the
potential for change. This change in socioeconomic circumstances was perceived as impossible
in the village. “In Wayisso, you can work hard your whole life, but you do not see any change.
The life of a farmer today, even if he works hard his whole life, will look the same in twenty
years,” one young man explained. “To change my life” was the most common reason people
gave for wanting to leave.
Change manifests itself in many ways: in access to education and for the lucky few who
make it to upper levels, and the professional jobs to which it opens doors; in access to business
opportunities such as opening a shop, driving a bajaj taxi, or renting out houses; in the
proximity of new kinds of clothes, mobile phones, foods, television and films that become
outer signs of an inner transition to a ‘modern’ lifestyle. Old signs of social status remain, like
being elected as a gada father, or the number of cattle one owns, yet new forms of urban-based
status symbols are proliferating. One day I met a teacher who had recently left his job to oversee
the distribution of a beer company. He had grown fatter since I last saw him several months
previously, and he was doing well in his job. In fact, he boasted, he just had raw meat and beer
for breakfast. In the city, one form of ‘conspicuous consumption’ is eating raw meat at butcher
stands that open onto the street — a new form of Tuma Nyaata (Figure 54).
Men and women adopt new forms of clothing in the city. Men often wear jeans, t-shirts
and sleek sneakers. Women begin to wear bras, trousers instead of skirts, and even short, tight
dresses on special occasions. There are several Bahá’í women in their late 20s and early 30s
who left Wayisso for Ziway and are not yet married. One older man remembers when some of
these girls came back to Wayisso in their new clothes (trousers rather than a skirt, bras, tight,
white t-shirts and slick shoes), people could not believe it, he laughed. “These women are
empowered! They are wearing jeans!”
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Figure 54. A Street-Side Butcher Open Late in Ziway
Because the city is perceived as a place with greater possibilities for change, it is also
seen a place with greater choice. For young women in particular, the city was described as a
place of ‘freedom.’ In the village, women make minor contributions to the livelihoods of the
household — through selling goods at the market in Adami Tulu, for example. However, the
city represents an opportunity to earn a steadier income, to play a more active part in shaping
their family’s economic future or to find income-generating work that would give them more
leeway to avoid an early marriage.
New forms of work in the city need not be complex, as Chapter Six showed. One married
woman, for example, described her desire to move to the city and sell a few things from her
residence. “I know we can generate an income here [in Wayisso], but in the city, you can open
a small business in front of your residence. You create work around your living area. […] Here,
in Wayisso, women spend most of their time sitting, or going from here to there, or preparing
meals, or just sitting during the winter season.” The desire to work year-round, to earn a steadier
income, is itself a new conception of work and economic engagement, another ‘modern’
element added to the social imaginary. Likewise, for many young men, the city was a place to
diversify their incomes. They would maintain land in Wayisso, and drive a bajaj taxi in the
city, for example (see Chapter Six).
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There are many women who cannot migrate to the city, however, because they or their
families do not have the means to support the move. The aspiration to migrate internationally
— most often as domestic workers to the Middle East — was driven by a desire to accumulate
capital that could be invested in income-generating activities in town, such as a shop or
restaurant. Migration abroad, then, was a way for women to access the city. Because of
networks of brokers and agencies, and the secure and substantial income this migration
promised, migration to the Middle East is more possible for poorer families than moving to a
town just ten kilometers away. Migrants shared that when they returned, they would open a
shop, and with that small degree of financial independence and social distance, they would
have far more freedom than they ever had in the village.
Thus, to reduce the allure of the city to capital and consumption would be too narrow;
money is necessary to achieve aspired change, but the desire for change goes beyond the desire
for money. The city is also the site of education and knowledge, of technology and wider
horizons. One young man in Wayisso told me that the city was the place of modernization.
When I asked what he meant by modernization, he said, “When I say modernization, I mean
education. You get good education in the city. And if you need information, you get this from
urban areas — watching TV, using the internet, other things. That is what I mean by
modernization.” Indeed, smart phones and the internet bring unprecedented access to a wider
world. An excerpt from my field notes illustrates this point:
That evening, some of us sat around the kitchen. All of us crowded in, some chopping
collard greens, others chopping onions, garlic, tomatoes, squatting over their cutting
boards or the bubbling pots on the electric strove on the floor. Everyone else was
absorbed in their smart phones. Mootiti was dancing, mimicking the moves from a
video someone played on their phone. Sultan, a recent migrant to the city, sat squinting
at the square screen of his small Nokia phone, attempting to scroll through Facebook.
Shula made fun of his small screen and he was mad in his macho, half-joking kind of
way. Marki gave me his phone to play a game; the avatar runs along train tracks and
tries to catch gold coins and avoid being caught by a policeman. He then asked me to
help set up an email account for him. Kadija asked me to set up a twitter account for
her. Gashi stopped by the kitchen, an older man who loves his smart-phone with equal
vigor but nevertheless joked about technology. That everyone was on their phones. How
times have changed. That sort of thing. It’s the same everywhere, I thought. We were
all like a bunch of teenagers in the US, sitting together with our faces glued to our
screens. Facebook was only recently introduced and is the most popular app. (7 May
2016)
The city is the access point to a wider social world. This is, practically speaking, because
access to the internet is largely limited to urban areas. Connectivity rates are so low in Wayisso
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that an internet connection is often unavailable. And generally, those still living in rural areas
cannot afford a smart phone. The new ability to consume technology and participate in virtual
social worlds is part of what Zelinsky, writing before the age of the internet, described as the
“mobility of the mind”:
But perhaps the greatest of the new mobilities is that of the mind. Perception and
thought are no longer tethered to the living memory and to the here and now but have
been stretched to virtual infinity. Through such instrumentalities as the printing press,
camera, telephone, postal system, radio, television, phonograph, electronic computer,
library, museum, school, theater, and concert hall, as well as personal gadding about,
there remain no effective boundaries beyond which the nimbler mind cannot penetrate.
This intellectual mobility is not just outward to all parts of the earth and the observable
universe or backward and forward through time but is into other dimensions as well—
the psychological, the esthetic, and the scientific. All these forms of motion are closely
interrelated: increasing freedom of spatial movement is both cause and effect of other
forms of enhanced mobility. (Zelinsky 1971: 225).

Conflicting Narratives and Generational Divides
It is common for older generations to have mixed views about life in the city. While many
recognize that the good life is no longer in rural areas, some are quick to condemn the foreign
lifestyles of urban youth. I remember one afternoon, the mother of one of the young women
with whom I lived in Ziway came to visit from Wayisso. She would visit from time to time, to
“take a rest” with them, and to check on how they are doing. But she said she preferred being
in Wayisso. “Young people just sit around and laugh all day. They don’t work,” she said,
leaning against the wall with her legs outstretched. Her daughter laughed and poured her a cup
of coffee.
This mother was proud of what her sons and daughters had been able to achieve in Ziway,
while others in Wayisso expressed more skepticism about urban life. They commented that
urban youth could become entitled and lazy, or corrupted by khat, a plant that is commonly
chewed as a stimulant. Echoing the comments of others in Chapter Eight, one older man in
Wayisso, Godana, lamented that young people who leave are no longer satisfied with rural
lifestyles:
The young people who taste the life of the urban area come to hate the rural life. When
they live in the city, they get everything fresh — the meals, even if they are expensive,
are good quality. If they work hard, they get money. If they want to go somewhere, they
use transportation. But if they come back to the rural area, they can’t get transportation.
They can’t get pure water. They can’t access the facilities that they need. This is the
great problem, why they don’t come back.
Young people’s dissatisfaction with rural lives is driving a wedge between families. He
continues:
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They are forgetting their family who are living in Wayisso. There is a gap in families
now — between father and son — there is a gap. They don’t want to come back and
ask after their parents. They don’t want to look at the condition their parents are living
in. There are some people who die without their sons or daughters visiting them. Even
if they come back, they immediately return to the city.
In the worst cases, he explained, young people move to the city and become addicted to alcohol
and drugs:
The youth who taste the city life are completely changed. […] When they go to the
urban area, they start to see something different and they become addicted. They start
chewing khat. They start smoking cigarettes. They start drinking alcohol. When they
become used to these things — and if they don’t have money — they want to do
something to get the chat, to get the drink, to smoke. They need to have money. From
morning to night, they just sit somewhere and chew khat. They hate working and
coming here. […] Even if they don’t have money, they start stealing from others. I
know there are such kinds of young people.
He went on to tell me two stories about children whose lust after money drove them to turn on
their parents. In a neighboring kebele, in Qodusa, Godana heard that one young man had moved
to the city but would come back to the village to ask for money from his mother. At first, she
supported him. She sold her ox and some of her plots of land, and every time he came home,
she gave him some of this money. “Whenever he would come, she just gives.” Until one day,
she said no. She refused to give him everything. He threatened her, demanding the money, but
she ignored him. “I’m going to do something bad if you don’t give me the money,” Godana
recounted him saying, but still she denied him, returning to her work. The man was so upset
that he killed his mother and took the rest of the money. In the second story, another young
man from another kebele came home one day to ask his father for cattle. “I won’t give you any
cattle,” he said, “but if you want to change, come with me, plow with me, work with me, and
I’ll give you cattle.” But his son refused. “If you don’t give it to me, I will show you!” and he
became angry. Later in the afternoon, when his father was working in the fields, his son tried
to stab his father. But others saw his attempt and stopped the boy before he took his father’s
life. The father did not die, but he can no longer work from his injuries. “He is simply sitting
now.” As for the boy, the community gave him a good beating and “gave the boy to the Silt’ee
people. They told them to just take him. ‘If you like, kill him.’”
These stories did not happen in Wayisso, and were difficult to verify, but regardless of
their objective truth, they illustrate an imagined reality: young people move to the city, are
corrupted by a lust for money to such a degree that they begin to value money over family,
turning on and even killing their parents. As unfair as this portrayal of the corrupted youth may
be, the point that young people come to disdain rural life after being in the city is something
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young people do not deny. As one young woman reflected on her childhood: “The life that I
spent in Wayisso, at that time [her childhood], was very good. But when I look back at it, I see
it was very dark to live in Wayisso.”
Younger generations were equally quick to condemn the attachment to village life that
they saw in some of the older generations. As one young man, still living in Wayisso, but with
his aspirations set on Ziway, explained:
My mother lives in Suro. She doesn’t want to leave her birthplace. There is
backwardness around there. They have a custom to say we should not leave our
grandparent’s birthplace. My mom doesn’t like to drink pump water. She hates it. She
still drinks the water which the cattle drink, from the lake. People stay because of
backwardness. But the younger ones, who first leave their birthplace for the sake of
education, they have a change to see modernization, to see change, to see light, to see
pure water. And after, they hate to come back to their birthplace in the rural area.
Another young man in a similar circumstance shared a similar perspective, but
emphasized the difficulty older generations might have adapting to new ways of living and
working in the city.
Young people always want change. They look forward. They think about the
infrastructure they will gain in the urban area: like job opportunities, like pure water,
like television… all the facilities of the urban areas. But when it comes to the elders,
they hate to live in the urban areas. The reason is lack of awareness. […] They have not
seen what is there [in town]. They know and prefer the rural area. Also, their income is
based on ploughing and cattle. The work that they know is only this. If they go to the
urban area, they cannot be a part of other work. They are not educated. They are not
well trained. They don’t have the awareness to do it. The work and the life that they are
familiar with is only ploughing and cattle, so they prefer to live here.
While many elders agreed that the “rural life has passed,” they felt personally unequipped
to migrate and build a new livelihood in town. Often, they put their hope in their children. As
Caawaa, one elder in Wayisso, expressed,
The life that we had has already passed. It was good, taking everything fresh, but it has
already passed. Now I am close to death. If I have the power to educate my children, I
may help them. That’s what I wish for those kids. They should work hard and educate
themselves and start life like the others in the urban area because life in the rural area has
become too difficult. So they should learn more and change their life.
Across generations, education is always considered a good thing. Even the skeptical old man,
Godana, admired one aspect of urban life: education.
But the good part for the new generation is education. When they are educated, they
create new things for society. Like infrastructures, transportation, even doctors. In
ancient times, earlier, we used traditional medicines. If we were lucky, they would cure
us but the rest would die. But this new generation has changed this. / Even the mobiles
[phones], this is the new generations’ work. This is the effort of the new generation
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and education. So I would like to say thank you to education. The only ones who can
create the plane, who can create the bus, who create anything are those who are literate.
The high value placed on education led to some conflicting narratives about the past.
Sometimes these dissonant stories were held within a single individual. For example, Shuko, a
middle-aged woman, held simultaneously positive and negative narratives about the past. Early
in my interview with Shuko, she presented a romantic vision of how it was before:
Those times were incomparable to these ones. At that time, no one was poor. We drank
milk. We ate porridge. Everything was easy. Just we ate, we drank, after that we would
play, we would dance and sing with our friends. I didn’t worry about life. It’s not at all
like today. Today, it is too difficult. Nothing is easy. But at that time, our family had
cattle. We had milk. We prepared porridge. Just eating and playing and dancing and
taking care of ourselves. It was a good childhood.
Nevertheless, later in the interview, when speaking about education, she presented a narrative
that conflicts with her earlier account: “My childhood was dark. Because at that time, there
was no education. There was no school. Even when the school came, my family registered us,
but then they didn’t send us or allow us to learn. It was very difficult for girls to study. Girls
were only allowed to stay at home.” Most older people concluded that the good life is no longer
in rural areas, and thus the past was better than the present. The one area in which this narrative
did not hold, however, concerned education.

The Good Life, Constraints and Aspiration Adaptation
Although almost everyone felt that the good life was no longer in rural areas, not
everyone planned to leave. Notions of the good life shape aspirations, but these aspirations are
mediated by the actual opportunities and perhaps more importantly, constraints. As one young
woman from Wayisso who was selling coffee in Ziway explained, “In Ziway, you can find
work. You can find anything. You have light, water, everything is here. But you need money.
If you have money and you are able to work, you can find anything in Ziway.” For those
without the means to make the move, they preferred to stay in the village. Two older women
in Wayisso explained, “Life in the city is very good if you have something in your hand.
Otherwise, we prefer the rural life. Here we find everything without money, without expense.
But if you are wealthy, it is better to be in the city.” Often, when asked what young people first
noticed about life in the city, they mentioned the expense. The need to pay for everything —
rent, food, tea and coffee. In the village, everything is “free.” People may all want to ideally
move to the city, but as one young man explained, “people stay because they get married, or
they have children, and they don’t have the money to make the move.”
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Because of the discretionary income required to migrate, leaving is not a sign of
desperation. Rather, it is more often a sign of wealth. One afternoon I sat with two wives of
one older man, both of whom lived in Wayisso. One wife began listing the names of all those
who have left and continued:
Those are the people who have money, who move to Ziway. That’s what I see in my area.
Now their houses are empty. It is sad […] Money moves from the rural areas to the city.
The resources are good in the city. The health is good. You get water and light from the
city. Those who go to live in the city don’t come back to the rural areas. Even if I went
to the city, I know I would not want to come back.
The first wife chimed in, “I would like to have a shop in the city. I would like this!” The second
wife continues, “Before people liked milk too much. Now they don’t even like milk. The time
for keeping animals has passed.”
Thus, even though most agree that urban lives are better than rural ones, people adjust
their expectations and plans for their lives continually. Consider the example of Bilisuma from
the previous chapter. He tried several times to move to the city, to pursue his education and
thereby secure an alternative livelihood to farming. But because of financial constraints, he
could never successfully make the move to town. Eventually, he became resigned to a future
in Wayisso. He has no plans to move again, even though he still believes that a better life is
elsewhere. This point is particularly relevant to research on migration aspirations. The Gallup
World Poll survey, for example, shows just how widespread migration aspirations can be.
Between 2010 and 2015, this survey found that thirty percent of the population of 157 countries
around the world expressed a wish to move abroad (Migali and Scipioni 2018). However, over
this same period, less than one percent actually migrated. In Ethiopia, if you ask someone
whether they would like to ideally migrate, many will say yes. Whether they actually plan to,
and whether they have the resources to do so, is an entirely different matter (see Carling and
Schewel 2018).
Yomen, first introduced in Chapter Eight, provides another example of aspiration
adaptation. When I first met Yomen, she was eighteen and living with her family in Wayisso.
The youngest of eight children, she was the only girl in her family to go to school. “Earlier
people thought that women shouldn’t go to school,” and her six older sisters “just simply
married according to the expectations of our family.” Because of her education, however,
Yomen sees her future differently: “But in my case, I am educated. I went to school. And I
know something. I have a right and the opportunity to look at which [way] is good and which
one is bad, and I want to choose the way that I like.”

236

In my first conversation with Yomen, she was quick to ask whether I could help her to
migrate abroad. “I would be so happy if I could leave Ethiopia,” she said, “I don’t want to live
here.” I asked her why. “In Ethiopia, it is not a good life. Even my own life, when I look back
at it, I am not happy with how I’ve spent it. There are many problems here in Ethiopia. That’s
why I want to fly abroad.” When asked where she would like to go, she said, “Not to the United
Arab Emirates. If I had the chance, I’d like to go to the United States, or Europe, anything
except Arab.” Yomen had no plans to actually migrate to the United States or Europe. She had
not applied for the Diversity Visa, nor did she know how she might do so.
Yomen was in a position common to many young women with high hopes for the future
and limited opportunities to realize them. She failed the national exam after grade ten and was
spending the year helping her mother and studying for the resit. She wanted to continue onto
preparatory school and then university. She did not like the typical options for women who
could not continue their education. “The first option is to get married. The second is to migrate
to the Arab countries. The third option is to sit with your families, like me,” she laughed. She
wasn’t thinking about marriage yet – “I’m still thinking about improving my education level.
I’m not thinking about marriage” – but she was also not eager to leave Ethiopia as a domestic
worker. She was particularly influenced by what she had heard from her friends working
overseas; while not necessarily victims of physical abuse, they told Yomen that “the Arab
people don’t respect Ethiopians.” Her neighbor went to Dubai, and “the work is difficult, they
always nag her, they shout at her. That’s why I’m scared [to leave].”
When I met Yomen again some six months later, her future plans had changed. She did
not take the resit exam, because she missed the first day of the exams. She was visiting her
sister in Qore, and she had not been able to get transportation back to Ziway in time. That is
the excuse she told me, anyway. Taking stock of her options, she began an application to
migrate to the Middle East as a domestic worker. Yet, she never completed it because she still
had reservations. “I am afraid to go there. Maybe I won’t have a good family.” Her family also
preferred for her to stay for the same reasons. Instead, she was now considering opening up a
coffee hut in Qore, where her sister lives. Her family would help her pay for it. Although coffee
houses are an already saturated market, she reasoned the it is “better to try and compete than
to sit around doing nothing here.” When asked if she would consider working at Sher, the
flower farm down the road, Yomen quickly said no. “It’s too tough. It’s hot in the greenhouse.
It’s hard work, and only for 800 birr. […] It’s not worth it.” I suggested she may be able to
make more money at Sher than with a coffee hut. She responded curtly, almost offended,
“Work at Sher is not a way to improve my life.”
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Yomen, like so many young people around the world, shifted her aspirations and
strategies to achieve them continually. When speaking with Yomen sometime later, I asked her
again about her future hopes. I was surprised by her response, how much her aspirations and
expectations had changed since our first conversation: “Even if it is in a rural area, I want to
make my life better than the others. I want the food I prepare to be good. To have a good toilet,
a good bathroom. Everything that my children need should be facilitated. This is what I wish
for.” When I returned for my final fieldwork visit in October 2018, I went looking for Yomen.
When I reached her home in Wayisso, her mother greeted me and threw her hands up into the
air with happiness: “Yomen is married!” We went to her new home, now in an the adjacent
rural kebele, to discover she had just left for the hospital to give birth to her first child.
Notions of the good life set the horizons within which people develop particular
aspirations and expectations for their lives, but aspirations shift in relation to individual
capabilities. Thus, to say that “the good life is in the city” does not mean all people migrate to
the city. They may ideally like to, but life choices are made within a web of opportunities and
constraints of both a social and economic nature, giving rise to more immediate and realistic
aspirations and plans.

The Role of Migration in Shifting Social Imaginaries
The analyses thus far focus on how processes of development shape social structures and
the social imaginary in such a way that urban-centric migration aspirations and behavior
become more common. However, it is also important to give some attention to the ways that
migration itself contributes to a shifting social imaginary and accelerates structural
transformations. Migration is not just a consequence of social change, but also one of its
drivers.
Arjun Appadurai (1996) argues that the two strongest forces shaping imaginations of
modernity are migration and the media. For those living in Wayisso, migration indeed is one
of the strongest forces shaping the broader life aspirations of others (to Appadurai’s list, I
would also add formal education, see Chapter Eight). The migration of some introduces new
possibilities to others. Those who leave the village and access new income-generating
opportunities in town are able to change their lives and the lives of their family in ways that
others see and come to desire. Migrants ‘model’ new practices that others observe and then
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consider imitating – especially when the first exceptional migration of a few generates
conspicuous positive outcomes.62
As migration behavior diffuses throughout a community, it becomes less of an
exceptional practice and more of the norm. In some places, migration eventually becomes so
commonplace that “people learn to migrate, and learn to desire to migrate,” and a ‘culture of
migration’ emerges (Ali 2007; see also Kandel and Massey 2002; Cohen and Jónsson 2011).
In Wayisso, one could argue a culture of migration exists relative to migration to town, but
international migration is not yet so widespread that one would say it has become ‘culture.’
After the first few female trail-blazers left for the Middle East in the late 1990s and early 2000s
(see Chapter Seven), this migration corridor is now a potential pathway many young women
seriously consider. If a culture of international migration abroad were to emerge, what is
occurring now in the ATJK woreda illustrates what changing patterns of aspirations and
behavior look like before a ‘culture’ of international migration takes root.
To examine how migration impacts the social imaginary, more specifically how the
practice of migration shapes values, norms and attitudes of migrants and non-migrants alike, I
explore two core mechanisms. First, I use the concept of ‘relative deprivation’ to show how
migrant remittances introduce conspicuous inequalities into origin areas that generate new
values and evaluations of lifestyles ‘here’ and ‘there.’ Once people do aspire to leave, it is also
worth asking why some ‘there’s’ enter into people’s imagined futures more than others. Why
do some women move to the Middle East, but no men from Wayisso move abroad? Why are
Adami Tulu and Ziway far more common destinations than Bulbulla, another neighboring
urban area in the same woreda? The general insight that spatial mobility tends to increase under
conditions of modernization, as Zelinsky (1971) first claimed, may be true, but why certain
destinations become more common than others requires examining how particular ‘migration
systems’ take shape (Mabogunje 1971). For this, I adopt the concept of ‘mental maps’ from
geographers, and show how the migration of others directs where people imagine their potential
futures.

62

Learning and modeling others’ behavior also explains other important transitions: the emergence of farming,
or going to school, for example. As detailed in Chapter 6, the practice of supplemental farming spread across the
woreda within a relatively short period of time, sometime between 1967 and 1972, before any government
intervention pushed them in that direction. Likewise for education: initially not everyone believed in the merits
or benefits of formal education, but the government jobs and steady forms of income to which it gave access
showed the potential of education as a pathway into another kind of future. Eventually, more people began to
enroll their children, even girls, introducing a wide gap in educational attainment from one generation to the
next (see Chapter 8).
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Relative Deprivation
Another way to examine changing aspirations is to ask, what are the origins of
discontent? What causes someone to be dissatisfied with their current conditions? One might
observe the question assumes that people are sometimes satisfied with their local conditions.
Perhaps they never are and always seek change. But we do not always see abrupt
transformations in the kinds of lives people pursue and live. Long periods of relatively
consistent ways of living can shift suddenly in a single generation. As this case study has
illustrated, transformations in lifestyles shifted from semi-nomadic pastoralism to agrarianism
to urban ‘jobs’ in just four generations. To understand the relatively sudden shift to urban areas,
illustrated in the family trees in Chapter Four, we have to ask how people come to see other
places and ways of living as better.
Some might argue that the desire for change, for continual progress, is the very essence
of the modernity (see Berman 1983). After all, discontent fuels the capitalist system. As Streeck
has argued, “a highly promising approach to the study of contemporary capitalism would focus
on consumption and the evolution of consumer ‘needs’, or better: desires. Here in particular,
dreams, promises and imagined satisfaction are not at all marginal but on the contrary central”
(2012: 10). Streeck shows how human needs “are not fixed but fluid and socially and
historically contingent” (2012: 10). Scarcity is a taken-for-granted condition that acts as the
cornerstone of contemporary political economy (Streeck 2011; 2012). Needs are dynamic, and
what is seen as ‘necessary’ for life is to a large extent socially defined.63
There are deeper questions that could be addressed on human nature and our capacity for
discontent, but there is one concrete way in which migration fuels a sense of discontent among
those who remain. This is through what social scientists call “relative deprivation,” the idea
that subjective evaluations of well-being or deprivation are made in relation to a reference
community, rather than any ‘absolute’ criteria (Lazarsfeld 1949: 388; Stouffer et al 1949).
Stark and Taylor (1989) applied the concept to explain international migration dynamics from
Mexico. They showed that even when controlling for absolute income gains, the probability of
participating in international migration to the United States is directly related to a households’
relative deprivation, that is, their income relative to a reference group. Relative deprivation, as
a motivating force in migration, suggests that individuals and families are not motivated to
better their lot in absolute terms; rather they evaluate their current conditions and seek to
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Although, Streeck applies his analyses and arguments to rich capitalist societies, the point remains even in
poorer settings.
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improve them relative to what they see in their community, or reference group. The implication
follows that in communities where incomes are universally low, migration aspirations will be
lower than in areas where income-inequalities are wider and more conspicuous, even if average
incomes are overall higher.
In Wayisso, the remittances sent home from migrants in town or young women in the
Middle East are visible to neighbors – through the construction of a new home (see Figures 55
and 56), in paying the tuition fees for a sibling’s private education, by moving a parent to town
– fueling a sense of relative deprivation among households who do not have a migrant
elsewhere. De Haas (2003) found a similar reality in Southern Morocco; socioeconomic
divisions often lay between households with a migrant abroad and households without, what
he terms the migration ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots.’ Through the visible changes remittances bring
to the lives of migrants and their families, internal and international migration enters into what
geographers have referred to as the ‘mental maps’ of others (Fuller and Chapman 1974), a
possible pathway in their imagined futures. Young women who aspired to go to the Middle
East would often mention someone they knew who was able to “change their life,” who
inspired them to follow a similar route.

Figure 55. A Traditional Home in Wayisso
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Figure 56. A New Home in Wayisso, Built with Migrant Remittances

Expanding Mental Maps
Imagined futures and actual migration behavior are directed along particular routes,
often the migration corridors others traversed before them. Many young women in Wayisso,
for example, imagined their futures in Wayisso, in Adami Tulu or Ziway, or in the Middle East.
Few seriously considered Addis Ababa, although they certainly knew it existed, and even fewer
seriously considered Europe or America. Often Europe and America were considered the same
distant place and referred to interchangeably. As ‘mental maps’ expand, they do so unevenly –
not in a simple jump from the local to the global, but in gradually widening horizons with
jutting nodes in perhaps unexpected places.
The act of seeing someone leave, noting where they go and what types of change that
migration brings to themselves and their families, expands the horizons of those considering
their future options. This observation of others’ behavior explains the emergence of migration
systems out of Wayisso and within the ATJK woreda more generally. For example, the young
women who left Wayisso for the Middle East often went to Beirut first, because this is where
other women from the woreda had gone. Only after leaving, and connecting to a wider network
of people with migration experience, would they learn that greater incomes could be had in
Dubai or Saudi Arabia. Jaa, for example, recently returned from Beirut, where she worked for
a “nice family” for 2500 ETB per month, a higher rate than the average pay in Beirut. Jaa
aspires to leave again but this time she plans to go to Jeddah. “I wish to return to an Arab
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country, but not Beirut. […] In other Arab countries, the pay is better.” In Jeddah, they pay
around 7000 ETB per month, she told me, and for those who know Arabic, some 9000 ETB
per month. “So I have decided to go to Jeddah. But in Jeddah, with the Muslim families, you
have to cover your whole face. You only open your eyes. This would be very difficult for me!”
Having already left once, Jaa is more aware of the working conditions, payments, and
possibilities across different destinations. Through her migration, her mental map expanded
and imagined futures and aspirations shifted accordingly.
The same dynamics influence internal migration trajectories as well. Concerning inmigration into the woreda, I spoke with many young women who had moved from more distant
rural areas of Oromiya or the SNNPR to work on the flower farms in Ziway. For these internal
migrants, the move to Ziway can feel as momentous as a move abroad, and their migration
decision-making is strikingly similar to those who leave for the Middle East. Many young
women came to work at Sher when education was no longer an option for them – either because
they failed their exams or their family wanted them to marry. Social networks also played a
role; many left because, as one young woman said, “other girls from our village had gone to
work at Sher and told us that there is work at Sher. There is money.” Because Sher is a foreignowned company, they expected higher wages than an Ethiopian company. They came at a
moment of transition in their life-course and shared the same hopes as those who go abroad: to
earn enough money to “change my life.”
Once at Sher, however, many young women would turn their gaze to the Middle East.
Dissatisfied with the difficult work, low pay and the high costs of living in Ziway or Adami
Tulu, they were unable to save and invest in a better future, even if the income they generated
did help alleviate the dire difficulties of poverty. After working at Sher, young women came
into contact with others who shared information about other and better migration opportunities
elsewhere. After Ziway, they turned their gaze to Dubai (see Schewel 2018a). Fayine, for
example, from a rural area in Southern Oromia, is one such woman. She was working at Sher
for only a few weeks but already had plans to leave. She said the greenhouses are sweltering
and the thorns prick her hands. “Rather than burning here at Sher, it is better for me to leave
Ethiopia and work in an Arab country.” She knows one girl who went to Kuwait and really
“changed her and her family’s life.” She plans to do the same.
For most families in Wayisso, in the hierarchy of destinations, Ziway was at the top. As
one young man in Wayisso explained, “No one is going to move to Bulbulla or Adami Tulu
hoping that there will be a change. They go there for the sake of education, because there is no
high school here in Wayisso. They may go for the market. But if they leave Wayisso, they
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prefer Ziway. Not Adami Tulu or Bulbulla.” “Why?” I asked. “The capital city of Ethiopia is
Addis. For the people around here, Ziway is like the capital city. They think about it like this,
so they prefer Ziway.”
The mental maps of young people with higher levels of education usually include wider
horizons. Most had lived in Ziway for their secondary schooling, and for those who had
attended university, they had moved to larger urban centers like Jimma, Adama or Addis
Ababa. Once there, Ziway was no longer the “capital city.” Migration aspirations were
reoriented towards larger urban centers within Ethiopia. They also became more aware of
distinctions in international destinations — of the risks of irregular migration to Europe, the
difficult working conditions in the Middle East, or the possibility of applying for a Diversity
Visa for the United States. Returning to our findings from the Young Lives project, young
people in rural areas more often imagine migrating to smaller or regional urban centers (see
Figure 57). In fact, the difference in aspired destinations between rural and urban residents is
most striking for woreda centers, like Ziway.

Figure 57. Most Likely Migration Destination (%) by Current Residence
Source: Young lives study Ethiopia, fourth round, 2013/2014, older cohort (n = 823). Reproduced from Schewel
and Fransen (2018a, 573)

Conclusion
Urbanization is not just a political, economic, or demographic process. It entails an
‘urbanization’ of the social imaginary: the gradual displacement of values, norms, and attitudes
that sustained rural ways of living with values, norms and attitudes that support the social and
economic systems of ‘modern,’ urban-industrial society. This chapter narrated how people from
Wayisso describe the corresponding transformation of the ‘good life.’ The good life used to be
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a rural one, measured in cattle, milk and butter, and the towns were places for the poor. Today,
the opposite is true. The village has become a place of poverty, stagnation and struggle, while
the city offers the promise of change in one’s material and social circumstance. The city is the
place of the ‘good life.’
It is interesting that the good life never became an agrarian one in Wayisso. People
never spoke about farming in that way. The good life was pastoral, until it was not, and then it
was urban. This suggests that the transition to the city is of a different nature than the transition
into agriculture. Changing aspirations did not drive the transition into agriculture. As Chapter
Six detailed, farming was a livelihood pushed by the state’s development agenda, and families
were initially reluctant to settle into it. But the transition to the city is driven more by aspirations
than it is actual opportunity. Aspirations to move to town have shifted faster than capabilities
to do so, giving rise to a new existential experience for many non-migrant households:
‘involuntary immobility,’ the feeling of being ‘trapped’ in the village (Carling 2002).
The urbanization of the good life means more people aspire to live in town. What is
particularly interesting in this region of Ethiopia is that migration abroad is not yet a widespread
aspiration among young men. Most hope for an urban future in Ethiopia. Those who aspire to
go abroad – most often the young women who plan to leave for a few years to work in the
Middle East – do so in order to invest in an urban future in Ethiopia. To understand why the
aspiration to migrate abroad emerges, then, it is essential to understand the urbanization of the
social imaginary, the relocation of the good life from the rural to the urban, and the costs
entailed in realizing a rural-urban move. Migration to the Middle East is a short-term, longdistance migration strategy to achieve a long-term, short-distance rural-urban resettlement.
However, a general urbanization of the social imaginary, and in particular of the ‘good
life,’ does not imply that everyone imagines or aspires to the same future. Individuals adapt
their immediate aspirations to the actual capabilities they have to realize a ‘good life.’ As
Yomen and Bilisuma’s stories illustrated, aspirations shift over time towards more ‘realistic’
pursuits, towards bettering their immediate circumstances, even if this entailed accepting a
rural future. Furthermore, even if almost all agree that the good life is no longer in rural areas,
different generations may not agree about the universal value of ‘urban life.’ Older generations,
for example, lamented the ways in which ‘urban youth’ were corrupted by drugs or laziness;
younger generations lamented the ‘backwardness’ of their parents, attached to the work they
knew and unable to adapt to urban ways. Similarly, people may have different ideas about
where, exactly, the good life is, even if they agree it is no longer in the village. For example,
Ziway is like the ‘capital city’ for many in Wayisso, and the flower farms are worth migrating
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to for young women from more distant rural areas. However, for those living in Ziway,
particularly those with higher levels of education, aspirations can shift towards larger urban
centers. The same place some aspire to leave, then, may be the aspired destination of others.
Migration plays its own distinct role in the urbanization of the social imaginary. In
Wayisso, how people perceive the world is shaped by their, or others’ migration. Migration
expands the mental maps of migrants, as well as the mental maps of those they leave behind.
When some people leave, people take note of where they go, and a new ‘there’ enters their
social imaginary. Those who migrate, whether internally or internationally, share information
and income with those living in the village, thereby constructing new pathways in people’s
mental maps and imagined futures. Fueled by a feeling of relative deprivation, as well as
growing awareness about new kinds of lives elsewhere, more people aspire to leave. And for
the migrants themselves, whether those who move to urban areas for higher education or work
on flower farms, or those who go to Beirut as domestic workers – these migrants tap into
information and networks that further expand their mental horizons. New destinations and
opportunities emerge as possibilities in their imagined futures. This mobility of the mind
(Zelinsky 1971) proceeds hand-in-hand with actual moving behavior.
Understanding this shift in the social imaginary has implications for migration behavior
in the future. Already, values, norms and attitudes are shifting in ways that will encourage more
migration: valuing new forms of consumption or higher levels of education; changing gendered
norms that increasingly embrace the economic contribution, education, and spatial mobility of
women; and new attitudes towards work that are oriented around incomes and economic
change.
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Conclusion
In Wayisso, a village in the rural lowlands of the Ethiopian Rift Valley, ‘development’64
entailed two migration transitions – from semi-nomadic pastoralism into settled agriculture,
and from settled agriculture into more mobile, urban-centric lives. These profound livelihood
shifts took place within just four generations. This dissertation asked what social forces drove
these migration transitions in order to contribute to a broader debate about migration and
development processes in the modern period.
Utilizing survey data from seventy-three Wayisso households, eighty-four in depth
interviews, and ethnographic methods, this research traced the settlement and migration
behavior of three family groups in Wayisso. It described how semi-nomadic pastoralist families
gradually settled in Wayisso over the mid-20th century, and how Wayisso served as a center of
gravity around which seasonal movement continued. This changed in the 1970s and 1980s,
when agriculture became the primary livelihood occupation of rural households, and families
“settled down” more permanently. By the 1990s and 2000s, a new form of movement, ruralurban migration, became increasingly common. Most of those who left Wayisso went to
neighboring towns, Adami Tulu and Ziway. However, a few men began to settle in urban
centers further away, while some women began traveling to the Middle East as labor migrants.
Among the first generation to leave Wayisso, (im)mobility outcomes varied
significantly by gender, family, education and wealth. The descendants of Bedane Tuffaa, for
example, showed higher levels of educational attainment and spatial mobility, and more lived
in urban centers outside of the district. There was even one woman from this family living in
London. International labor migration to the Middle East, however, clusters only among
Dakabo Bulo’s descendants. This family showed slightly lower levels of education and
mobility, but still significant out-migration to Ziway. Unlike the other two families, the
descendants of Dakabo Uso showed high levels of immobility, relative to both internal or
international migration – except among women who continue to move between rural areas for
marriage.
The preceding chapters examined the migration consequences of different dimensions
of social change on these migration trends, including of (1) population growth and diminishing
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As mentioned in the introduction, this dissertation uses the term ‘development’ in order to contribute to
theory-building on the relationship between migration and development. When I use the term ‘development’, I
speak about the social transformations associated with development in Ethiopia, regardless of whether these
social changes actually improved the lives of people in Wayisso. Thus, I speak about development as it actually
proceeds, not necessarily development as it should be. See page 26.
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land-holding, (2) the rise of the Ethiopian nation-state and the various regimes’ development
policies, (3) the spread of market forces, (4) the expansion of formal education, and (5)
changing notions of the ‘good life.’ This concluding chapter proceeds in two parts. First, I
provide an overarching account of why people are leaving Wayisso, putting the main findings
from previous chapters into conversation with each other. Second, I summarize the core
theoretical findings and contributions this case study offers to future migration and
development research, particularly as it concerns out-migration from rural areas in
‘developing’ countries.

Explaining Migration from Wayisso
To understand why people are leaving Wayisso, the analyses began with the most
common ‘push factor’ explanations for rural out-migration in this region: climate change,
population pressure, and land scarcity. The survey data shows that, indeed, Wayisso’s
population is growing, and there is not enough land for everyone to support a family as a
farmer. Droughts remain common, and farmers will continue to struggle to make ends meet
during certain years. However, population growth and diminishing land-holding do not explain
why migration from Wayisso looks the way it does — why some people go to neighboring
towns, others to the Middle East, and still others facing significant land constraints remain in
Wayisso. These push factor explanations fail to account for the fact that migration, even just
to a town some fifteen kilometers away, is the domain of the relatively privileged in Wayisso,
those with enough discretionary income to sustain the costs of living in town.
Further, climate-related factors play a diminishing role in shaping the migration behavior
of recent generations. Semi-nomadic pastoralism persisted well into the 1970s because it suited
the semi-arid climate and erratic rainfall of the region. However, as Wayisso became
incorporated into the modern Ethiopian nation-state, new political and economic forces began
to influence the livelihood strategies of local peoples more than climate-related considerations.
In fact, a long-term perspective shows that people actually began leaving Wayisso during years
of higher than average rainfalls, and that in the 1980s, when there was comparatively lower
average rainfall, people stayed in Wayisso and invested in agriculture. The analyses suggest
that in Wayisso, periods of drought serve as a litmus test to reveal what people see as the most
fruitful livelihood. Under the communist regime, droughts drove new farmers back to
pastoralism. Today, drought reinforces notions that a better life is in town. Yet, rather than
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driving migration per se, drought constrains rural-urban movement by reducing the incomes
rural households have at their disposal to make a move to town.
Having established the need to look beyond land, climate, or population ‘push factors’ as
explanations for out-migration from Wayisso, the analyses focused on the impact of other
social forces. The gradual incorporation of this region into the modern state was particularly
significant. Under the Ethiopian empire, older forms of community organization through the
gada system gave way to the political logic of the bureaucratic state, initiating a gradual
sedentarization process in Wayisso. More specifically, the introduction of taxes and new land
allocation practices advanced a shift from barter to money economies and from collective to
private property. Communal grazing lands began to be claimed by individuals, who then traded
their cattle at markets to pay land taxes to the state. At the same time, families began to establish
more permanent dwellings in Wayisso, around which semi-nomadic movements continued.
The 1974 communist revolution accelerated the process of ‘settling down’ by bringing
the state closer to Wayisso than ever before. The Derg’s development policies further shifted
local relationships to land and livelihood, by nationalizing all land, creating ‘peasant
associations’ and new forms of government work, and introducing formal education. Although
Wayisso households initially resisted becoming farmers, by the end of the 1980s, almost all
were farming plots of state-owned land allocated by household. The Derg also introduced new
forms of movement — military or labor conscription, for example — but the more fundamental
mobility transition during this period was the settlement of a semi-nomadic people into a single
place, administratively circumscribed by the state. This settlement became the foundation upon
which new forms of migration would emerge in the subsequent decades.
The first major movements to urban areas occurred under the federalist government that
took power in the 1990s after the fall of the Derg. Initially led by Meles Zenawi and the
Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front, this ‘developmental state’ accelerated
Ethiopia’s urban-transition by abandoning an ‘agriculture-led’ industrialization policy and
embracing market forces in pursuit of rapid economic growth. The analyses showed how the
thinking of small-holder farmers in Wayisso came to mirror the development thinking of the
state. Farmers also abandoned agriculture and embraced the market as the way to material
prosperity. As a result, farmers in Wayisso today maintain their farmlands, because for most it
is all they have. But they aspire towards—and if they have the means, actively pursue—
alternative income-generating opportunities in town.
The political-economic transformations pursued by different Ethiopian states
reconfigured the socioeconomic landscape within which people in Wayisso could pursue their
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livelihoods. Equally profound are corresponding transformations in how people conceptualize
the idea of a ‘livelihood.’ Today, a good livelihood is measured not in cattle, but in income.
This has fundamental implications for how people think about work, and how they think about
migration. The ‘migration decision-making’ of earlier generations of semi-nomadic
pastoralists was shaped by concerns for climate, and where they could best graze their cattle or
rest for a season. Today, migration decision-making is along a few, specified pathways and
motivated by the pursuit of money – not simply for money’s sake, but because of the social,
economic and spatial mobility that money can buy in ‘modern’ society. These findings thus
suggest that as Ethiopian economy ‘develops’ – entailing, in practice, that the forces of the
market become stronger and the practice of consumption increases – migration begins to make
more sense for more people.
In this regard, by examining the decision-making of young women who leave for the
Middle East, I suggest that their reasoning is impossible to understand without appreciating the
impact of capitalist market expansion in their society. Migration to the Middle East for
domestic work gives access to unprecedented incomes for under-educated women. It is
precisely because of the commodification of so many dimensions of social life, and because of
the increasing power of money to disrupt an otherwise predictable, rural future, that women
consider leaving and their families often support them. The experience of female labor migrants
thus contributes to a broader discussion about whether migration fuels or disrupts existing
inequalities. On the one hand, this case study shows that migration to town is only possible for
those who have the financial means to invest in a migration project and sustain the cost of
living an urban life. The remittances urban migrants send back can further the divide between
families that participate in migration and those who do not. On the other hand, the experiences
of female labor emigrants suggest that migration can also disrupt long-standing inequalities,
previously determined by family, ethnicity or gender.
These cultural-economic shifts are compounded by the expansion of formal education, a
key project of the Ethiopian state. In Wayisso, widening access to formal schooling has a
profound influence on the aspirations and migration behavior of young people. The survey data
reveals a strong positive correlation between educational attainment and spatial mobility.
Education drives migration out of Wayisso for several reasons. First, access to secondary and
higher education requires a move to town. For those whose family can afford it, education is
often the first reason young people migrate. Second, after experiencing life in town, including
access to basic infrastructure like water and electricity, or new services like television and the
internet, students often do not want to return to village life. Third, and more subtly, the content
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of formal schooling–its formal and ‘hidden’ curriculum–orients young people’s aspirations
towards urban, professional futures. Accordingly, the spatial location of schooling initially
drives rural-outmigration, but the content and experience of formal education leads students to
develop aspirations and expectations for their lives that cannot be fulfilled in rural areas. These
findings suggest that providing higher levels of education to rural areas may alleviate the initial
need to move to town for schooling, but will more likely delay, rather than reverse, the general
urban-ward shift in migration aspirations and behavior (see also Massey et al 2010).
Finally, the analyses showed that within any dimension of social change, there is always
a two-fold process at work: transformations in the structural dimensions of a population’s
material lives and transformations in their collective social imaginaries — both of which have
implications for, among many other things, the ways in which people move and settle. This
dissertation gave direct attention to changing notions of the ‘good life,’ as an indicator of
broader shifts in the social imaginary. In Wayisso, the good life used to be a rural and pastoral
one, measured in cattle, milk and butter. The towns were initially places for the poor. Today,
the opposite is true. The village is widely perceived as a place of poverty, stagnation and
struggle, while the city offers the prospect of change. This urbanization of the good life
suggests that people will continue to leave Wayisso even if objective opportunities to improve
their rural livelihoods increase. Perhaps the good life will one day return to rural areas like
Wayisso. However, given the current trajectory of development in Ethiopia, this will unlikely
be anytime soon.

Implications for Migration and Development Research
The Wayisso case study makes two core contributions to a broader debate about why
people are leaving rural lives in ‘developing’ countries around the world. First, the Wayisso
case study shows why it is important to consider different dimensions of development and
social transformation on migration behavior. A social transformation approach, as applied in
this dissertation, shows that rural-urban and international migration from Wayisso is caused by
a complex constellation of social changes: widening access to formal education; politicaleconomic transformations that concentrate economic and educational opportunity in urban
areas; population growth and diminishing land-holding for younger generations; growing
connectivity and infrastructure development between rural and urban places; and the
urbanization of the good life. These social shifts contribute to the emergence of migration
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systems (between Wayisso village and neighboring towns, or between Wayisso and the Middle
East), which then facilitates the further movement of others (c.f. Mabogunje 1971).
Only focusing on one dimension of social change can lead to imbalanced and one-sided
migration explanations. For example, this research shows that a focus on economic change is
important to explain why women and men from Wayisso increasingly orient their livelihood
strategies to pursue income-generating opportunities in town. However, economic explanations
alone can miss the socially-constructed migration pathways available to people based on, for
example, gender. The same economic motivations that lead a young man to move from
Wayisso to Ziway may motivate a young woman to move temporarily to the Middle East, in
order to finance a move to town upon her return. In addition, economic explanations can miss
how, for example, aspirations and expectations engendered by the formal education contribute
to a social devaluation of certain kinds of income-generating opportunities. Changing
aspirations explain why some educated individuals may prefer unemployment or migration
over jobs at the ‘bottom’ of the hierarchy (cf. Piore 1971; Mains 2013). A social transformation
approach thus shows why it is important to look beyond a single indicator to explain migration
behavior.
The second core contribution of this research is to show why changing aspirations
should be taken as seriously as structural constraints on rural livelihoods when analyzing why
and how rural people migrate. The Wayisso case shows that constraints on rural livelihoods do
not explain why people are leaving. Rather, other powerful forces of social change – the
introduction of formal education, growing rural-urban connectivity, and the emergence of new
kinds of economic opportunity in town, for example – orient aspirations towards urban futures.
In fact, livelihood constraints better explain why people stay in Wayisso. Many households
desire to migrate, but lack the resources to support a move to town.
Attention to aspirational change can overcome a common tendency to describe rural outmigration, even under highly constrained conditions, as ‘forced.’ For example, a Wayisso
farmer with five sons and only one hectare of land will rightly conclude that agriculture is not
a sustainable livelihood, in its current form, for future generations. However, for the observer
to conclude that this farmer’s sons, or their children, are ‘forced’ to abandon agricultural
livelihoods misses the profound aspirational shifts occurring at the same time that land
becomes increasingly scarce. Because aspirations are increasingly oriented towards urban
futures, young farmers do not prioritize investing in the agricultural innovation and
intensification needed to make small holder farming more productive. Even were a family to
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receive more land in Wayisso, the discretionary income it could generate would more likely
support a rural to urban change in lifestyle than encourage them to stay.
The profound force of ‘changing aspirations’ is not unique to Wayisso. In fact, there
appear to be remarkably common shifts in the nature and direction of aspirational change,
associated with ‘development,’ occurring in rural places elsewhere. For example, across
Ethiopia, researchers note a strong resistance among rural youth in Ethiopia—particularly those
with education—to “end up like their farmer parents” (Tadele and Gella 2012: 6; see also
Sumberg et al 2012). Young Ethiopians increasingly aspire towards urban, professional futures
(Camfield 2011; Abebe 2008; Mains 2013; Maurus 2016; Schewel and Fransen 2018a).
Similarly, in Northern Ghana, Laube (2016) shows that rural youth now believe ‘modern
careers’ are the only way to succeed in life, and thus invest their energy and incomes in
education rather than agriculture. In rural India, Morrow (2013) finds the widening access to
formal education generates new aspirations for professional futures among children and their
families; part of this aspirational shift is a concomitant devaluation of farming, even among
those who have no other livelihood option. In Peru, Crivello (2011) shows that young people
and their parents see education as the only way to ‘become somebody in life.’ But for rural
youth, ‘becoming somebody’ often requires moving ‘someplace else’; rural youth imagine their
futures in the next biggest town or capital city (Crivello 2011: 409; Crivello 2015). These
aspirational shifts thus carry significant migration consequences. How processes of
development shape the aspirations of rural populations is an important area for further
comparative research.
Finally, this dissertation suggests that, given the nature of development in the modern
period, to fundamentally alter or reverse these migration trends–that is, rising levels of ruralurban and international migration as low-income countries ‘develop’–would require a
fundamental remolding of the political, economic, and cultural forces that shape the world
today. Improving agricultural production systems here, offering vocational education there, or
expanding opportunities for local employment may shape local variations in migration patterns,
but they are unlikely to change overarching migration trends. As rural peoples gain access to
higher levels of education, income, information, and networks, many will direct their new
capabilities to move to where they believe that the good life can be found. Increasingly, that is
in urban areas. Rather than alleviating the root causes of migration, then, this research shows
why development itself is the root cause of much contemporary migration.
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Appendix A. A Map of Ziway, Adami Tulu, and
‘Wayso’ from 1976
Source: Ethiopian Mapping Agency
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Appendix B. Survey questions for individuals
Household ID:

Father

Wife 1

Wife 2

Wife 3

Full Name
Number of wives
Number of children
Tribe
Place of birth

Place of residence

Wayisso
Other:
Wayisso
Tulu
Ziway
Other:

Wayisso
Other:
Wayisso
Tulu
Ziway
Other:

Wayisso
Other:
Wayisso
Tulu
Ziway
Other:

Wayisso
Other:
Wayisso
Tulu
Ziway
Other:

farmer
Other:

hadha mana
Other:

hadha mana
Other:

hadha mana
Other:

Age
Age when married?
Years in Woyisso
Education level attained
Work

Other income activities?
Wayisso
Tulu
Ziway
Others:

Where have you lived?

Father:

Household ID:

Child 1

Mother:
Child 3

Child 2

Child 4

Child 5

Name
Sex

Age

Where are you from?

Wayisso

Wayisso

Wayisso

Wayisso

Wayisso

Born in a hospital?
Place of residence

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

grade:
diploma
Other:

degree

grade:
diploma
Other:

degree

grade:
diploma
Other:

degree

grade:
diploma
Other:

degree

grade:
diploma
Other:

degree

Education attained

Currently in school?
Where?
[Current school or if finished, the
last school they attended]

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu
Other:

private

gov’t

private

gov’t

private

gov’t

private

gov’t

private

gov’t

student
H|M

farmer
other:

student
H|M

farmer
other:

student
H|M

farmer
other:

student
H|M

farmer
other:

student
H|M

farmer
other:

Name of school:

Work

Other income activities?

Where have you lived?

Married? (#W)

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu

Wayisso
Ziway

Tulu

# Children?

Follow up survey?

Note on abbreviations: hadha mana, or H|M, roughly translates to ‘house wife’; #W? after Married? refers to
number of wives.
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Summary
This dissertation asks why people are leaving Wayisso, a village situated in the rural
lowlands of the Ethiopian Rift Valley. More specifically, it asks how the social transformations
associated with ‘development’ over the last century impacted the migration and settlement
behavior of a traditionally semi-nomadic people. The purpose of this detailed case study is to
contribute to a broader debate about migration and development, particularly contending
claims about whether development can alleviate the ‘root causes’ of migration from poor, rural
settings. This detailed case study reveals the mechanisms by which various dimensions of
‘development' – the demographic, political, economic, and cultural – generate processes of
rural-urban and international migration. It argues that, far from alleviating the ‘root causes’ of
migration from Wayisso, development is the root cause of migration from Wayisso.
Utilizing survey data from seventy-three Wayisso households, eighty-four in depth
interviews, and ethnographic methods, this research traced the settlement and migration
behavior of three family groups in Wayisso. It describes how semi-nomadic pastoralist families
gradually settled in Wayisso over the mid-20th century, and how Wayisso served as a center of
gravity around which seasonal movement continued. This changed in the 1970s and 1980s,
when agriculture became the primary livelihood occupation of rural households, and families
“settled down” more permanently. By the 1990s and 2000s, a new form of movement, ruralurban migration, became increasingly common. Most of those who left Wayisso went to
neighboring urban centers, Adami Tulu and Ziway. However, a few men began to settle in
urban centers further away, while some women began traveling to the Middle East as labor
migrants.
Among the first generation to leave Wayisso, (im)mobility outcomes vary significantly
by gender, family, education and wealth. One family group, for example, show higher levels
of educational attainment and spatial mobility, and more live in urban centers outside of the
district. There is even one woman from this family living in London. International labor
migration to the Middle East, however, clusters among a second family group. This family
shows slightly lower levels of education and mobility, but still significant out-migration to
Ziway. A third family group shows higher levels of immobility, relative to both internal or
international migration – except among women who continue to move between rural areas for
marriage.
To understand why people are leaving Wayisso, the analyses begin with the most
common ‘push factor’ explanations for rural out-migration in this region: climate change,
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population pressure, and land scarcity. The survey data shows that, indeed, Wayisso’s
population is growing, and there is not enough land for everyone to support a family as a
farmer. Droughts remain common, and farmers will continue to struggle to make ends meet
during certain years. However, the analyses also find that population growth and diminishing
land-holding do not explain why migration from Wayisso looks the way it does — why some
people go to neighboring towns, others to the Middle East, and still others facing significant
land constraints remain in Wayisso. In fact, migration from Wayisso, even just to a town some
fifteen kilometers away, is the domain of the relatively privileged, those with enough
discretionary income to sustain the costs of living in town.
Further, climate-related factors appear to play a diminishing role in shaping the migration
behavior of recent generations. Semi-nomadic pastoralism persisted well into the 1970s
because it suited the semi-arid climate and erratic rainfall of the region. However, as Wayisso
became incorporated into the modern Ethiopian nation-state, new political and economic forces
began to influence the livelihood strategies of local peoples more than climate-related
considerations. In fact, a long-term perspective shows that people actually began leaving
Wayisso during years of higher than average rainfalls, and that in the 1980s, when there was
comparatively lower average rainfall, people stayed in Wayisso and invested in agriculture.
Today, rather than driving migration, drought appears to constrain rural-urban movement by
reducing the incomes rural households have at their disposal to make a move to town.
Having established the need to look beyond land, climate, or population ‘push factors’ as
explanations for out-migration from Wayisso, the analyses then focus on the impact of other
social forces. The gradual incorporation of this region into the modern state is particularly
significant. Under the Ethiopian empire, older forms of community organization through the
gada system gave way to the political logic of the bureaucratic state, initiating a gradual
sedentarization process in Wayisso. More specifically, the introduction of taxes and new land
allocation practices advanced a shift from barter to money economies and from collective to
private property. At the same time, families began to establish more permanent dwellings in
Wayisso, around which semi-nomadic movements continued.
The 1974 communist revolution accelerated the process of ‘settling down’ by bringing
the state closer to Wayisso than ever before. The communist government’s development
policies further shifted local relationships to land and livelihood, by nationalizing all land,
creating ‘peasant associations’ and new forms of government work, and introducing formal
education. Although Wayisso households initially resisted becoming farmers, by the end of the
1980s, almost all were farming plots of state-owned land allocated by household. The
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communist regime also introduced new forms of movement — military or labor conscription,
for example — but the more fundamental mobility transition during this period was the
settlement of a semi-nomadic people into a single place, administratively circumscribed by the
state. This settlement became the foundation upon which new forms of migration emerged in
the subsequent decades.
The first major movements to urban areas occurred under the federalist government that
took power in the 1990s. Initially led by Meles Zenawi and the Ethiopian People's
Revolutionary Democratic Front, this ‘developmental state’ accelerated Ethiopia’s urbantransition by abandoning an ‘agriculture-led’ industrialization policy and embracing market
forces in pursuit of rapid economic growth. The analyses show how the thinking of smallholder farmers in Wayisso came to mirror the development thinking of the state. Farmers also
abandoned agriculture and embraced the market as the way to material prosperity. As a result,
farmers in Wayisso today maintain their farmlands, because for most it is all they have. But
they aspire towards—and if they have the means, actively pursue—alternative incomegenerating opportunities in town.
The political-economic transformations pursued by different Ethiopian states
reconfigured the socioeconomic landscape within which people in Wayisso could pursue their
livelihoods. However, this research suggests that equally profound are corresponding
transformations in how people conceptualize the idea of a ‘livelihood.’ Today, a good
livelihood is measured not in cattle, but in income. This has fundamental implications for how
people think about work, and how they think about migration. The ‘migration decision-making’
of earlier generations of semi-nomadic pastoralists was shaped by concerns for climate, and
where they could best graze their cattle or rest for a season. Today, migration decision-making
is along a few, specified pathways and motivated by the pursuit of money – not simply for
money’s sake, but because of the social, economic and spatial mobility that money can buy in
‘modern’ society. In this regard, by examining the decision-making of young women who leave
for the Middle East, I suggest that their reasoning is impossible to understand without
appreciating the impact of capitalist market expansion in recent decades. Migration to the
Middle East for domestic work gives access to unprecedented incomes for under-educated
women. It is precisely because of the commodification of so many dimensions of social life,
and because of the increasing power of money to disrupt an otherwise predictable, rural future,
that women consider leaving and their families often support them. In Wayisso, migration to
the Middle East is often a short-term strategy to finance a long-term migration into town.
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These cultural-economic shifts are compounded by the expansion of formal education, a
key project of the Ethiopian state. In Wayisso, widening access to formal schooling has a
profound influence on the aspirations and migration behavior of young people. The survey data
reveals a strong positive correlation between educational attainment and spatial mobility.
Education drives migration out of Wayisso for several reasons. First, access to secondary and
higher education requires a move to town. For those whose family can afford it, education is
often the first reason young people migrate. Second, after experiencing life in town, including
access to basic infrastructure like water and electricity, or new services like television and the
internet, students often do not want to return to village life. Third, and more subtly, the content
of formal schooling–its formal and ‘hidden’ curriculum–orients young people’s aspirations
towards urban, professional futures. Accordingly, the spatial location of schooling initially
drives rural-outmigration, but the content and experience of formal education leads students to
develop aspirations and expectations for their lives that cannot be fulfilled in rural areas.
Finally, the analyses showed that within any dimension of social change, there is always
a two-fold process at work: transformations in the structural dimensions of a population’s
material lives and transformations in their collective social imaginaries — both of which have
implications for, among many other things, the ways in which people move and settle. This
dissertation gives direct attention to changing notions of the ‘good life,’ as an indicator of
broader shifts in the social imaginary. It finds that in Wayisso, the good life used to be a rural
and pastoral one, measured in cattle, milk and butter. The towns were initially for the poor.
Today, the opposite is true. The village is widely perceived as a place of poverty, stagnation
and struggle, while the city offers the prospect of change. This urbanization of the good life
suggests that people will continue to leave Wayisso even if objective opportunities to improve
their rural livelihoods increase. Perhaps the good life will one day return to rural areas like
Wayisso. However, given the current trajectory of development in Ethiopia, this will unlikely
be anytime soon.
This dissertation ultimately argues that an ‘aspiration-opportunity gap’ drives outmigration from Wayisso, meaning rural youth’s aspirations are now oriented towards urban
futures, which cannot be realized in rural areas and thus require migration to achieve. It
suggests that future analyses of migration drivers in ‘developing’ countries should take
seriously the changing aspirations of rural youth, not only structural constraints on rural
livelihoods, to understand why and how rural people migrate. The Wayisso case shows that
constraints on rural livelihoods do not explain why people are leaving; they better explain why
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people stay. Because of other powerful forces of social change associated with ‘development’
– such as widening access to formal education, growing rural-urban connectivity, and the
emergence of new kinds of economic opportunity in town, for example – young people’s
aspirations are now oriented towards urban futures. This urbanization of the good life has
consequences for both internal and international migration.
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Samenvatting
Dit proefschrift stelt als vraag waarom mensen wegtrekken uit Wayisso, een dorp
gelegen in de laaglanden van de Ethiopische Riftvallei. Meer in het bijzonder is de vraag hoe
de met ‘ontwikkeling’ samenhangende sociale transformaties van de afgelopen eeuw het
migratie- en vestigingsgedrag van een traditioneel semi-nomadisch volk hebben beïnvloed.
Deze gedetailleerde gevalsstudie heeft als doel is om bij te dragen aan het bredere debat over
migratie en ontwikkeling, vooral met betrekking tot conflicterende claims over de vraag of
ontwikkeling de grondoorzaken van migratie uit arme, plattelandsgebieden kan wegnemen.
Deze gedetailleerde gevalsstudie legt de mechanismes bloot waardoor verschillende
(demografische, politieke, economische en culturele) dimensies van ‘ontwikkeling’ processen
van ruraal-urbane en internationale migratie genereren. Deze studie stelt dat, in plaats van een
factor die van de ‘grondoorzaken’ van migratie kan verlichten, ontwikkeling de grondoorzaak
is van migratie vanuit Wayisso.
Gebruikmakend van onderzoeksgegevens van 73 Wayisso-huishoudens, 84 diepteinterviews en etnografische methoden, tracht dit onderzoek het vestigings- en migratiegedrag
van drie familiegroepen in Wayisso te analyseren. Het beschrijft hoe vanaf het midden van de
twintigste eeuw semi-nomadische herdersfamilies zich geleidelijk in Wayisso vestigden, en
hoe Wayisso als een zwaartepunt fungeerde rondom seizoensgerelateerde mobiliteit. Dit
veranderde in de jaren zeventig en tachtig, toen akkerbouw de primaire bron van
levensonderhoud van de huishoudens op het platteland werd en gezinnen zich meer permanent
gingen vestigen. Vanaf de jaren negentig van de twintigste eeuw werden een nieuwe vorm van
mobiliteit, migratie van het platteland naar de stad, steeds gebruikelijker. De meeste mensen
die Wayisso verlieten, gingen naar de naburige stedelijke centra Adami Tulu en Ziway. Een
paar mannen begonnen zich echter verderop in stedelijke centra te vestigen, terwijl sommige
vrouwen als arbeidsmigranten naar het Midden-Oosten afreisden.
Onder de eerste generatie die Wayisso verliet, verschillen de patronen van mobiliteit en
immobiliteit aanzienlijk afhankelijk van factoren als geslacht, gezinsachtergrond, opleiding en
financiële status. Eén familiegroep vertoont bijvoorbeeld hogere niveaus van opleiding èn
mobiliteit, en woont meer in verafgelegen stedelijke centra. Een vrouw uit deze familie woont
zelfs in Londen. Internationale arbeidsmigratie naar het Midden-Oosten concentreert zich
binnen een tweede familiegroep. Deze familie vertoont een iets lager niveaus van opleiding en
mobiliteit, maar toont nog steeds een aanzienlijke migratie naar Ziway. Een derde familiegroep
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vertoont een hogere mate van immobiliteit zowel met betrekking tot binnenlandse als
internationale migratie, behalve bij de vrouwen die migreren binnen plattelandsgebieden om te
kunnen trouwen.
Om te verklaren waarom mensen dorpen als Wayisso verlaten, leggen gangbare
analyses vaak de nadruk op 'push-factoren' die plattelandsmigratie in deze regio zouden
veroorzaken,

zoals

klimaatverandering,

bevolkingsdruk

en

landschaarste.

Uit

de

enquêtegegevens blijkt dat de Wayisso's bevolking inderdaad groeit en dat er niet genoeg land
is voor iedereen om als boer een gezin te onderhouden. Droogte is een normaal fenomeen, en
boeren worstelen om gedurende droge jaren rond te komen. Uit de analyses blijkt echter ook
dat bevolkingsgroei en afnemende grondbezit de migratiepatronen vanuit Wayisso niet kunnen
verklaren - waarom sommige mensen naar naburige steden gaan, anderen naar het MiddenOosten en weer anderen met weinig grondbezit juist in Wayisso blijven wonen. Zelfs migratie
van Wayisso, naar een stad op slechts 15 kilometer afstand, is een zeker voorrecht dat alleen
voorbehouden is aan degenen met voldoende inkomen om de kosten van hun levensonderhoud
in de stad te kunnen dragen.
Verder lijken klimaatgerelateerde factoren juist een afnemende rol te spelen bij het
bepalen van het migratiegedrag van jongere generaties. Semi-nomadische herdersfamilies
bleven tot ver in de jaren zeventig bestaan en hun bestaanswijze was goed aangepast aan semiaride klimaat en de grillige regenvalpatronen in de regio. Toen Wayisso echter werd
opgenomen in de moderne Ethiopische natiestaat begonnen nieuwe politieke en economische
krachten de bestaansstrategieën van de lokale bevolkingsgroepen meer te beïnvloeden in plaats
van klimaatgerelateerde beweegredenen. Vanuit een lange-termijn perspectief blijkt zelfs dat
mensen steeds meer uit Wayisso zijn gaan wegtrekken juist tijdens jaren van bovengemiddelde
regenval, en dat in de jaren 1980, toen er relatief minder regen viel, mensen in Wayisso bleven
en in de landbouw gingen investeren. Tegenwoordig lijkt droogte, in plaats van de migratie te
stimuleren, de ruraal-urbane mobiliteit in te perken, omdat de door de droogte de inkomens
vermindert van plattelandshuishoudens, inkomens die ze nodig hebben om naar de stad te
kunnen verhuizen.
Nadat is vastgesteld dat het nodig is om verder te kijken dan vermeende ‘push-factoren’
als land, klimaat of bevolking als verklaring voor de migratie vanuit Wayisso, richt de analyse
zich op de impact van andere, meer sociale krachten. De geleidelijke integratie van deze regio
in de moderne staat is bijzonder belangrijk. Onder het Ethiopische rijk maakten oudere vormen
van gemeenschapsorganisatie via het zogeheten ‘Gada-systeem’ plaats voor de politieke logica
van de bureaucratische staat, waarmee ook het geleidelijke sedentarisatieproces in Wayisso in
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gang werd gezet. Meer specifiek heeft de introductie van belastingen en nieuwe
grondtoewijzingspraktijken geleid tot een verschuiving van ruilhandel naar een geldeconomie
en van collectief naar particulier eigendom. Tegelijkertijd begonnen families meer permanente
woningen in Wayisso te bouwen, waaromheen semi-nomadische activiteiten zich bleven
voortzetten.
De communistische revolutie van 1974 versnelde het proces van ‘vestiging’ door de
staat dichter dan ooit tevoren bij Wayisso te brengen. Het ontwikkelingsbeleid van de
communistische regering verschoof de nadruk van lokale relaties steeds verder naar land en
levensonderhoud, door alle grond te nationaliseren, ‘boerenverenigingen’ te creëren,
ambtenarenbanen te creëren en formeel onderwijs te introduceren. Hoewel Wayisso-families
aanvankelijk weerstand boden aan de druk om landbouwer te worden, waren aan het einde van
de jaren tachtig bijna alle voormalig door de staat toegeëigende landbouwpercelen aan privéhuishoudens toegewezen. Het communistische regime introduceerde ook nieuwe vormen van
mobiliteit – door de invoering van de militaire dienstplicht bij voorbeeld - maar de meer
fundamentele mobiliteitstransitie in deze periode bestond uit het vestigen van een seminomadisch volk op één plek, bestuurlijk begrensd door de staat. Deze nederzetting werd de
basis waarop in de daaropvolgende decennia nieuwe vormen van migratie ontstonden.
De eerste grote beweging naar stedelijke gebieden vonden plaats onder de
federalistische regering die in de jaren negentig de macht overnam van het communistische
regime. Aanvankelijk geleid door Meles Zenawi en het Ethiopian People's Revolutionary
Democratic Front, versnelde deze ‘ontwikkelingsstaat’ de stedelijke transitie van Ethiopië
door een ‘landbouwgericht’ industrialisatiebeleid aan te moedigen en marktkrachten te
omarmen in het streven naar snelle economische groei. Deze studie laat zien hoe het denken
van kleine boeren in Wayisso overeenkomt met het ontwikkelingsdenken van de staat. Boeren
verlaten in toenemende mate de landbouw en richten zich steeds meer op de markt in het
streven naar materiële welvaart. Het gevolg is dat boeren in Wayisso tegenwoordig weliswaar
dag hun landbouwgronden behouden – aangezien dit voor de meeste mensen het enige bezit is
wat ze hebben – maar ze streven er tegelijkertijd naar, als ze de middelen daarvoor hebben,
actief alternatieve inkomensbronnen in de stad te zoeken.
De politiek-economische transformaties die door de opeenvolgende Ethiopische
regimes werden nagestreefd, hebben het sociaaleconomische landschap waarbinnen mensen in
Wayisso in hun levensonderhoud voorzien en hun bestaan opbouwen ingrijpend veranderd. Dit
onderzoek laat echter zien dat er zich net zulke ingrijpende transformaties hebben voortgedaan
in de manier waarop mensen het idee van het ‘goede leven’ conceptualiseren. Tegenwoordig
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wordt een goed bestaan niet gemeten aan de hand van het aantal koeien, maar door
geldinkomen. Dit heeft fundamentele implicaties voor hoe mensen over werk en ook migratie
denken. De ‘migratiebeslissing’ van eerdere generaties van semi-nomadische herders werd
gevormd door een preoccupatie met het weer en vragen over waar ze hun vee het beste konden
laten grazen of een seizoen konden laten uitrusten. Tegenwoordig verloopt de besluitvorming
over migratie langs een aantal gespecificeerde paden en is gemotiveerd door het verdienen van
geld - niet alleen omwille van het geld op zich, maar vooral vanwege de sociale, economische
en ruimtelijke mobiliteit die geld kan kopen in de 'moderne' samenleving.
Mijn onderzoek naar de besluitvorming van jonge vrouwen die naar het Midden-Oosten
vertrekken laat zien dat hun motivatie om te emigreren onmogelijk te begrijpen valt zonder de
ingrijpende impact van de kapitalistische marktexpansie van de afgelopen decennia te
begrijpen. Migratie naar het Midden-Oosten voor huishoudelijk werk geeft lager opgeleide
vrouwen toegang tot voorgeen ongekend hoge inkomens. Het is juist vanwege de
commodificatie van zoveel dimensies van het sociale leven, en vanwege de toenemende
invloed en behoefte aan geld, en de daaraan gerelateerde ondermijning van het
plattelandsleven, dat vrouwen overwegen te vertrekken en hun gezinnen hen hier vaak steunen.
In Wayisso is migratie naar het Midden-Oosten bovendien vaak een korte-termijnstrategie om
een lange-termijnmigratie naar de stad te financieren.
Deze cultureel-economische verschuiving wordt versterkt door de uitbreiding van
formeel onderwijs, een belangrijk project van de Ethiopische staat. In Wayisso heeft het
verruimen van de toegang tot formeel onderwijs een grote invloed op de ambities en het
migratiegedrag van jongeren. Uit de enquêtegegevens blijkt een sterke positieve correlatie
tussen opleidingsniveau en ruimtelijke mobiliteit. Onderwijs stimuleert migratie vanuit
Wayisso om verschillende redenen. Ten eerste vereist de toegang tot middelbaar en hoger
onderwijs verhuizing naar de stad. Voor degenen waarvan het gezin zich dit financieel kan
veroorloven, is onderwijs vaak de eerste reden waarom jongeren migreren. Ten tweede willen
scholieren en studenten na het leven in de stad, inclusief toegang tot de basisinfrastructuur zoals
water en elektriciteit, of nieuwe diensten zoals televisie en internet te hebben ervaren, vaak niet
terugkeren naar het dorpsleven. Ten derde, en op subtielere wijze, richt de inhoud – door het
formele en ‘verborgen’ curriculum - de ambities van jongeren steeds meer naar een stedelijke,
professionele toekomst. De inhoud van, en ervaring met, formeel onderwijs leidt ertoe dat
studenten ambities en verwachtingen voor hun leven ontwikkelen die niet langer kunnen
worden vervuld op het platteland.
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Ten slotte toont dit onderzoek aan dat er binnen elke dimensie van sociale verandering
een tweevoudig proces aan het werk is: transformatie in de structurele dimensies van de
materiële levens van mensen èn transformatie in hun collectieve sociale verbeelding. Beiden
implicaties hebben voor onder andere het migratie- en vestigingsgedrag van mensen. Dit
proefschrift besteedt directe aandacht aan veranderende noties van het ‘goede leven’, als een
indicator van bredere verschuivingen in de sociale verbeelding. Het laat zien het goede leven
in Wayisso vroeger een plattelands en pastoraal leven was, gemeten in vee, melk en boter. De
steden werden aanvankelijk als plaatsen arme mensen gezien. Tegenwoordig geldt het
tegenovergestelde. Het platteland wordt in het algemeen gezien als een plaats van armoede,
stagnatie en strijd, terwijl de stad uitzicht biedt op verandering. Deze verstedelijking van het
‘goede leven’ maakt het waarschijnlijk dat mensen Wayisso zullen blijven verlaten, zelfs als
de objectieve bestaansmogelijkheden op het platteland zullen verbeteren. Misschien zal het
‘goede leven’ op een dag terugkeren naar de plattelandsgebieden zoals Wayisso. Gezien het
huidige ontwikkelingstraject in Ethiopië is dit echter op de korte termijn onwaarschijnlijk.
Dit proefschrift stelt dat de kloof tussen snel toenemende aspiraties en lokale
mogelijkheden de belangrijkste grondoorzaak van migratie uit Wayisso is. Dit betekent dat de
ambities van plattelandsjongeren nu gericht zijn op een stedelijke toekomst, die niet in
plattelandsgebieden kunnen worden gerealiseerd en daarom migratie vereisen om deze
aspiraties te vervullen. Dit suggereert dat toekomstige analyses van migratiemotivaties in
‘ontwikkelingslanden’ de veranderende ambities van plattelandsjongeren serieus moeten
nemen om te begrijpen waarom en hoe plattelandsmensen migreren. De Wayisso-gevalsstudie
laat zien dat materiële en sociale beperkingen die het plattelandsbestaan met zich meebrengen
op zich niet verklaren waarom mensen vertrekken – ze zijn eerder een betere verklaring voor
waarom mensen blijven en niet de middelen hebben om weg te trekken. Vanwege macrostructurele krachten van sociale verandering die we meestal associëren met ‘ontwikkeling’ zoals het verruimen van de toegang tot formeel onderwijs, sterk verbeterde verbindingen tussen
stad en platteland en nieuwe economische mogelijkheden in de stad, zijn de ambities van
jongeren nu gericht op een stedelijke toekomst. Deze verstedelijking van het goede leven heeft
fundamentele gevolgen voor zowel binnenlandse als internationale migratie.

278

