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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).

126

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.

38

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.
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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
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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.

164

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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