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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

21

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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