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Chapter 7. The Market 
 
 The last chapter detailed how the political-economic transformations pursued by 

different Ethiopian states reconfigured the socioeconomic landscape within which people 

pursue their livelihoods. Equally profound are corresponding transformations in how people 

conceive of ‘livelihoods.’ Today, a good livelihood is measured not in cattle, but in income. 

This has fundamental implications for how people think about work, and how they think about 

migration. The ‘migration decision-making’ of earlier generations of semi-nomadic 

pastoralists was shaped by concerns for climate, and where they could best graze their cattle or 

rest for a season. Today, migration decision-making is along a few, specified pathways and 

motivated by the pursuit of money – not simply for money’s sake, but because of the social, 

economic and spatial mobility that money can buy in ‘modern’ society.  

 The expansion of the market is key to understanding modern society. Karl Polanyi (1944) 

even describes modern society as ‘Market Society.’ He suggests that the modern nation-state 

and the modern market economy are not discrete entities, but rather a single human invention. 

Polanyi shows how the expansion of the market economy, over other economic forms grounded 

in redistribution or reciprocity, leads to fundamental shifts at the level of social institutions and 

the social imaginary. New economic mentalities, in particular an embrace of market 

‘rationality’ and the profit motive, are thus part-and-parcel of the great economic 

transformations we associate with ‘modernity.’51 In a similar vein, as Streeck (2012) argues in 

relation to the contemporary capitalism, the ways in which people come to see themselves as 

consumers, what they perceive as ‘needs,’ and how they experience satisfaction or discontent 

remain rarely examined, yet these are central to the study of economic systems.  

 The purpose of this chapter is to consider the implications of expanding market forces on 

economic reasoning and migration decision-making in Wayisso. First, I describe the growth of 

the market in Adami Tulu to illustrate what the expansion of the ‘market’ entailed in this region 

of Ethiopia. Then, I consider the impacts of expanding market forces on the transformation of 

two fundamentally social practices — marriage and conflict mediation. Ethnographic accounts 

                                                
51 Similarly, Heilbroner (1999) argues in relation to the idea of the ‘profit-motive’: “it may strike us as odd that 
the idea of gain is a relatively modern one; we are schooled to believe that man is essentially an acquisitive 
creator and that left to himself he will behave as any self-respecting businessman would. The profit motive, we 
are constantly being told, is as old as man himself. But it is not. The profit motive as we know it is only as old 
as ‘modern man.’” (1999: 24). While there may have been individuals or particular social groups in humanity’s 
history who were driven by the pursuit of material accumulation, the notion that every individual should 
constantly strive to better his or her material lot is conspicuously absent in most of humanity’s history. The 
orientation of everyday aspirations towards personal gain “is as modern an invention as printing” (Heilbronner 
1999: 24-25). 
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illustrate what the commodification52 of these social practices looks like, as well as the 

creolization of traditional Oromo practices with more ‘modern’ forms (see also Hannerz 1987). 

A common thread across both examples is the increasingly central place of money within these 

social processes, and the conspicuous inequalities this introduces. I show that although 

economic inequalities have long existed, wealth was measured in cattle and inequalities could 

stretch only as far as the size of one’s herds. Further, the consumable goods through which one 

could display one’s wealth were relatively limited. Today, however, wealth is measured in 

money. More and more, managing everyday needs, material improvement, social and spatial 

mobility require money. And if the purpose of one’s work is to accumulate money, perhaps 

there are better ways than pastoralism or farming to get it.  

 Second, I suggest that as people orient their livelihood strategies around the acquisition 

of income, migration is a natural consequence – because higher incomes are something to be 

had in urban places ‘elsewhere,’ whether Ziway or Dubai. In the last chapter, I showed how 

young men balance rural and urban income-generation opportunities in the context of small-

scale urbanization. In the second half of this chapter, I focus on the migration of young women 

to the Middle East as domestic workers. I contextualize their economic reasoning and migration 

decision-making, and show how the desire to earn a higher income abroad relates to gendered 

opportunities and constraints at home. I show why the ‘profit motive’ emerges as a motivation 

for migration, but to be clear, this does not mean individuals are reduced to a homo economicus 

as the forces of modernity proceed. The rise of the ‘profit-motive’ says less about human nature 

than it does the commodification of social and economic life.  

The Expansion of the ‘Market’ in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha Woreda 
 When I use the term ‘market,’ I use it in a broad sociological sense, to refer to the social 

structures through which people engage in material exchange. In this sense, ‘markets’ have 

always existed in this region of Oromiya. However, the nature of the markets, the role of 

money, the types of goods exchanged, and the inequalities that shape participation in the market 

have transformed over the last several generations.  

 Consider the market in Adami Tulu. In the early 20th century, before the Adami Tulu 

emerged, the main market for this region was in Boramo, a rural area to the north of where 

Wayisso lies today. People gathered for material and social exchange: local peoples bartered 

                                                
52 When I used the term ‘commodification,’ I mean the transformation of goods, labor and services into objects 
of monetary exchange (see Appadurai 2005). 
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meat, butter, grains, cloth, and other goods; gada fathers, or local leaders, met for negotiations. 

After government taxes were introduced, in the early and mid-20th century, other cash markets 

began to emerge, including cattle markets in towns along the main road: Meki to the North and 

Jido to the South. Not far from Boramo was a small town, Adami Tulu, a town that was initially, 

as one elder described, “settled by the poor.” In the 1940s and 1950s, labor migrants began to 

settle in Adami Tulu to work at ‘Gerbi,’ a foreign-owned farm (see Chapter Six), and as the 

town grew, so did its market. By the 1960s, the Boramo market had moved to Adami Tulu. In 

fact, the oldest living generations still call Adami Tulu’s market day, ‘Boramo day.’  

 When the market moved from a rural to an urban area, bartering became less common. 

Money was a more efficient means of exchange for a growing number of goods. Because 

Adami Tulu was located along a main road, it facilitated the participation of other merchants 

from further afield, including the Guragee, an ethnic group renowned in business across 

Ethiopia, who also began to set up residences in Adami Tulu. The market became the heart of 

the town, and further fueled the town’s growth.  

 When the Derg took power in the 1970s, the market’s growth slowed. As Chapter Six 

details, people increasingly accessed material resources through the state, in particular the 

agargelots established to distribute basic goods. The weekly market was no longer the primary 

place to access new goods. Although the weekly market in Adami Tulu continued, it did not 

substantially grow under the communist government. However, after the fall of the Derg, and 

the rise of a more market-oriented developmental state, the growth of the town and its market 

accelerated again.  

 Today, Adami Tulu’s market is hardly confined to a weekly event. The market is 

everywhere: in the proliferation of restaurants, hotels, corner shops, film houses, house rentals 

and everyday material exchanges taking place across town. There remains a “market day” in 

Adami Tulu, which falls on Wednesday and draws buyers and sellers from longer distances. 

Yet, that weekly market is one part of a more diffuse system of monetized exchanges that 

spread across Adami Tulu. The town itself became the market. When people aspire to move to 

the town, to live and work in town — much of these aspirations are animated by the desire to 

participate in, and benefit materially from, this ever-expanding market.   

From Cattle to Capital: the ‘Modernization’ of Social Practices 
As the reach of the market expands in the Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha woreda, its 

implications extend far beyond the economic domain. In fact, the growth of the market depends 
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upon the continued commodification of various dimensions of social life. The following 

section gives two examples of how two fundamentally social practices, conflict mediation and 

marriage, changed in recent years. The purpose of this section is to 1) illustrate what 

commodification of social practices looks like in everyday life (and by commodification, I 

mean the transformation of goods and services into objects of monetary exchange); and 2) to 

show how these economic transformations interact with long-standing sociocultural practices. 

The latter is important to counter homogenizing narratives about ‘modernization’ that 

implicitly or explicitly assume modernization equals ‘Westernization.’ Rather, these examples 

illustrate a creolization of ‘modern’ practices with traditional Oromo forms (see Hannerz 

1987).  

Conflict-Resolution 
 While a hierarchical system of kingship governed ancient Abyssinia, the Oromo 

kingdom to the South was organized differently, through the sirna gadaa, or gada system. 

Originally, the gada system oversaw all aspects of social life: the political, economic, and 

cultural affairs of society, including the traditional Oromo religion (Waaqeffannaa), the 

adoption of other conquered peoples into the community (mogassa), conflict resolution 

(araara), marriage law (rakoo), among others. However, as Chapter Six details, the cohesive 

functioning of the gada system declined over time for several reasons. As Oromo peoples 

expanded, internal differentiation and divisiveness increased (Hassen 1990). When the 

Abyssinian empire conquered the Oromos, this introduced competing political powers and 

institutions (for more on this, see Sorensen 1990; Holcomb and Ibssa, 1990; Ficquet and 

Feyissa 2015). Eventually the political and economic affairs traditionally governed by the gada 

system were replaced by modern nation-state institutions.  

 The gada system continued functioning in the ATJK woreda under Haile Selassie’s 

imperial regime, but the Derg made a more vigorous attempt to replace all local, traditional, 

and ethnically-based social institutions and imaginaries with a unified vision of Ethiopia and a 

common political structure. The local language, Afaan Oromo, was denied a place in public 

affairs.53 Under the Derg regime, the priority was to create a national identity and a 

sophisticated administrative structure founded upon Peasant Associations. Civil servants 

mediated between local peoples and the bureaucratic state. If someone killed another person, 

                                                
53 Although the prohibition of Afaan Oromo is often attributed to the Derg, this was also part of the Empire’s 
nation-building efforts as well. In 1942, Haile Selassie instituted a policy placing Amharic as the national 
language, which then continued through the Derg regime (see Hassen 2000). 
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for example, the gada system would have mediated between families, in an effort to create 

peace so that they can live together. Under Haile Selassie, and more forcefully under the Derg, 

the procedure of going to jail was introduced to the region. 

 When the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) overthrew the 

Derg and took power in 1991, the constitution they drafted and adopted in 1994 took a very 

different approach to the ethnic diversity of Ethiopia and to the gada system. The constitution 

established a federation of ethnic states, each of which chose the native language(s) to be taught 

in elementary schools. English, not Amharic, became the primary language for higher levels. 

In Oromiya, the government incorporated the gada system within a framework of legal 

pluralism. Yet, by this point, the gada system no longer functioned as it once did. What remains 

is the Gada grade — five elected gada fathers, whose primary function is to oversee conflict 

mediation in their respective areas. Rather than electing gada fathers along tribal or family 

lines, as was the case in early 20th century, the gada fathers serve within the administrative 

boundaries set by the state: at the level of the woreda, for example, or for all of Oromiya.  

 Today the primary task of the gada fathers is to oversee disagreements and conflict 

mediations — for example, concerning land disputes, thefts, or mediation with foreign 

companies – as an ‘informal’ legal pathway within a framework of legal pluralism.  To give 

one example of the functioning of the gada system in the mid-1990s: when some of the 

previously government-held land from Habernoosa Ranch, bordering Wayisso, became 

available, a group of men came together and proposed a collective micro-enterprise project to 

the government to acquire the land. They received it. In reality, there was no collective 

endeavor; they divided the land amongst themselves. Two years later, a dispute arose among 

some of these individuals over the land division. When Rabuma, a young man living in 

Wayisso, heard this, he went at midnight to sow seeds and thereby claim four of the plots as 

his own. This act outraged the man who ‘owned’ this land, and he accused Rabuma formally 

in court. However, Rabuma convinced the court and the accuser to negotiate through the gada 

fathers. After much consultation, the gada fathers decided that the land should go to Rabuma. 

They reasoned that the man who had claimed this land already had a lot of land, yet this young 

man did not have any land, nor did his father have much to give him, so it was right that he 

should have this one hectare.  

 Normally, the parties involved in the conflict-mediation process give something to the 

gada fathers as a sign of gratitude. As one young man explained, “There is a big benefit to 

being a gada father. For example, if I kill someone from your family, I have to give money and 

cattle to the Abba Gada, otherwise they will not create peace for me.” The position is therefore 
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coveted, and pursued by the informal campaigns of individuals and families. As one elder 

explained: 

The gada fathers are selected by the community. The government calls a community 
meeting, where the people suggest their candidates and select them. But before this 
selection, there are many things that are done to be a gada father. Someone will talk 
about another person a lot. They may say, ‘Oh, the next gada father should be Hassan. 
Hassan is very fast. He is able to speak. He is able to convince others.’ They sing about 
that person. […] Also the person himself will be so active, always talking to people. In 
a meeting, for example, he will talk a lot and someone will think, oh! This person should 
be a gada father! They talk a lot because they want to be selected. They are going to get 
cattle and money. 

In theory, the gada system should be available to all Oromo as an alternative to formal court 

proceedings. In reality, however, eliciting the assistance of the gada fathers can be expensive, 

and informal negotiations often require a significant degree of material exchange — to the gada 

fathers and between the parties themselves. Although material gifts have long been part of the 

gada negotiations, money now occupies a central place in the conflict mediation process. To 

illustrate what this looks like in practice today, the following details the various stages of the 

reconciliation process between one man from Adama, who accidentally hit and killed a young 

father outside of Ziway, and the family of the deceased. The following is taken from my field 

notes. 
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The gada system in practice. Field notes [edited]. 9-19 June 2016. 

 
9 June 2016 
 
Before going to Adami Tulu, we ran into Galeto, who has been busy negotiating with a family who 
lost a young father. A man from Adama was driving through Ziway on his way home and popped his 
tire just outside the city, causing him to swerve and hit another man, killing him. It was a terrible 
accident. The deceased had one wife and two little girls. Galeto was called as part of the gada process 
to help with the negotiation. Negotiation with the family includes, at least, some kind of payment to 
the family (some 22,000 ETB) and covering the expenses of the funeral (1460 ETB). If the family 
accepts, the driver, Bahir, will use the gada fathers and reconcile according to their negotiations. If the 
family does not, they can present a witness at the court proceedings in Adama, and Bahir will be 
prosecuted through the formal court system, which means he will most likely go to jail. If the police 
and court system get involved, it complicates things. We will see. On Saturday there is a meeting 
planned with the family of the deceased, as a way of showing solidarity and support, and I was told I 
can join. 
 
10 June 2016 
 
We went to see Bahir at the prison in Ziway this morning. It wasn’t the huge federal prison that is 
under construction past the market, but the smaller, more local one. It’s quite an unimpressive scene, 
located on the North side of the city, off one of the side streets. The prison is just a two-room building 
with open doors and an outside area fenced with a rather pathetic hodgepodge of barbed wire, wood, 
and metal. People can simply come and talk to the prisoners through the fence. It was informal and 
casual. Two policemen looked on lazily from the porch of their building. 
 
Bahir was dressed well, with a collared shirt buttoned up to the top, a jacket, and a baseball cap. He 
was clean. He was obviously embarrassed to be there. He shrugged my condolences off and asked me 
about my stay, about my research. It’s been a few days that he has been in prison now. On Monday he 
goes to the court in Adama, and if all goes well, he can be released on bail. The gada elders, including 
Galeto, went to the victim’s family to negotiate and bring about some kind of reconciliation. But the 
formal courts are also part of the process now — presumably because this was not simply a land 
dispute or family conflict, but someone actually died. 
 
Traffic accidents are, after malaria, the number one cause of death in Ethiopia, according to my 
physician friend Mitikine. He said that in Addis, around 1-2 people die every day from a traffic 
accident. And so the government has become very strict in punishment, hoping to dissuade bad 
driving. The normal sentence for someone in Bahir’s situation is 15 years. If you don’t pay a bribe, 
they don’t let you go, and the system does what it does: imprisonment for a very long time. Whenever 
you go to a government office, Mitikine said, “they expect a payment for everything.” You can always 
justify paying a bribe, another man explained, by saying that the government doesn’t pay the police 
enough. If they did, corruption wouldn’t be necessary to them as a source of income. 
 
10 June 2018 
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Tomorrow we are going to the home of the deceased for some sort of gathering. It’s part of the 
reconciliation process. Mootiti and Shula told me that I have to cry when I am there. That “it is our 
culture. If you don’t cry, it’s really bad. Cry even if you don’t care, even if you don’t feel anything. 
You have to fake it!” They were laughing so hard as they were sharing this with me, because I looked 
somewhat incredulous. I’m actually wondering what I’m going to do tomorrow. I can’t summon tears 
on command! 
 
11 June 2018 
 
This morning I went to a gathering for the victim of the car accident. It wasn’t a funeral, because he 
has already been buried, but it was part of the grieving and negotiation process. A large number of 
people gathered this morning as part of Bahir’s “group,” and they hired a bus to drive us to the village 
outside Abosa where the deceased lived. Someone went around with a list and wrote everyone’s name 
down; people would give donations of 20-30 ETB each for the family of the deceased. We waited for 
an hour and a half or so for everyone and the bus to arrive. 
 
Two gada fathers arrived. Old men with beards and Muslim caps. A white shawl over their shoulders. 
One had a stick. Before the gada fathers would do this as a service, Kidane explained, but now it is a 
job. Bahir payed them to negotiate with this family. And our visiting today was a key part of that 
negotiation process. It was a way for people to show up, to show their grief, and help Bahir in his 
negotiation. The court date in Adama is on Monday. As long as no witnesses are produced by this 
family or the police, all should go easily and Bahir should be out on bail. 
 
The drive was only fifteen minutes, all of us packed into a bus. When we arrived, a few trucks were 
already there. We got out and waited. The women all wore black shawls over their heads, a sign of 
mourning. Those who didn’t have a black shawl wore a colored one. One woman had a white one, 
which I was relieved to see, because I only had a white one. The elders went first. We waited there for 
about ten minutes, until there was a signal to come. And then we started walking towards their home. 
There were about fifty of us. As the home came into sight, the wailing began. It was soft at first, but 
grew quickly. Cries, shouts, wailing. It grew louder as we approached their home. A man next to me 
was crying real tears and shouting to the skies with raised fists. 
 
Maybe thirty people were already sitting under a large tree in front of the family compound. There 
were two square houses with iron roofs. In front of the house on the left, there were about fifteen 
women. Two were holding a young woman who was simultaneously trying to run towards us and 
collapsing on the ground. She was weeping and shouting. She must have been his wife. To the right 
of the women were about twenty men: one older man crying desperately, his father I assume, and other 
young men who must have been his age, then children. Just walking in circles and crying. 
 
We came to the tree and everyone from our party sat on the benches arranged in a circle under it. The 
crying continued, and I started to cry myself. I couldn’t help but be moved by the raw display of 
emotion. But as soon as I started to cry, we stood up and started walking back to the bus. What? I 
wondered. That was it? We had sat there for a maximum of two minutes. It was incredibly short. We 
just walked up crying, sat down, and then left. The gada fathers stayed afterwards, but all of Bahir’s 
party left. When I asked why later, I heard two explanations. One, the most convincing, is that we are 
the enemy. They are not happy with us. We just need to show our support and our grief, and get out of 
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there. The other explanation was that the young man died quickly in a car crash, so the ritual was 
quick. If it had taken him a month to die, we would have stayed longer. 
 
I kept thinking about the widow. Women almost always come from outside when they marry. Common 
practice here is for widows to marry their husband’s brother, so that he can take care of her, but even 
more so, so that he can take care of his brother’s children. If a widow were to marry again, outside the 
family or ethnic group, the children may not be seen as part of that new family. If the brother marries 
her, however, the children are kept in the family. 
 
19 June 2019 
 
Last night was the final stage of Bahir’s reconciliation with the family of the deceased. The family did 
not send any witnesses to the court proceedings in Adama and Bahir was released on bail last Monday. 
At least one hundred people of the deceased’s family came, mostly men, but around thirty women. 
Then there were around fifty people who came to support Bahir, networks of friends who had been 
asked to come. This meeting was held at the Sher Clubhouse, one of the nicest meeting halls in town. 
It began with the two groups waiting outside, standing apart; many were watching the Sher owner’s 
colts and camels running around a fenced area next to Clubhouse. Soon after Bahir arrived, we began. 
 
One woman from each ‘side’ came together and started by sprinkling a fermented honey drink on the 
ground as they walked into the clubhouse. Others followed. It was symbolic of overcoming a very 
bitter obstacle. Now they were sprinkling a sweet drink upon the ground, and new life would rise. 
 
The deceased’s family went first. Then Bahir with his head covered in a white shawl. Then us. The 
purpose of this meeting was to conclude the negotiation process, to promise that all is reconciled, that 
Bahir is now a part of their family and they are a part of his, that there is no going back. Four gada 
fathers presided over the ceremony. The four fathers were elderly men, dressed in old suits with thick, 
white shawls wrapped across their front and shoulders. Each of the gada fathers carried a leather whip, 
which was a sign of their station. They proceeded over the ceremony.  
 
The chairs were lined up in rows facing each other, and in the middle, on mats on the ground, sat Bahir 
and some of the women and children from the deceased’s family. Otherwise the gada fathers and other 
men sat on the first row on one side, and the women on the other. Although it was a ceremony to signal 
conclusion, one woman couldn’t stop weeping. The first part was a lot of talking — now we are family; 
God ordains these things — and Bahir kept quiet. After some time, maybe thirty minutes, Bahir gave 
three blankets to the family: one for the father, one for a brother and one for another man. Then there 
was an exchange of some small cash gifts, which seemed to be several hundred birr each, to a few 
people. Then eating. 
 
It was a massive feast, lots of injera, several different wats with meat, fried fish. And cokes, fantas, 
highlands to go with it. All ate and after satiated, they came back together to listen. Everyone gathered 
around. Bahir then gave a large cash gift, it looked like around 20,000 ETB, to the father of the 
deceased. Then Bahir spoke to the family. They listened to his words so quietly and attentively; it was 
the first time he had spoken to them, I guess. He was nervous, but his words seemed heartfelt. He said 
that they were now family, that the children are now his own. And after a time, a man went around 
with documents for the family to sign; these would go to the court, saying all was reconciled, and there 
was no further need for the formal court system to intervene. 
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This whole process made me wonder: we condemn bribes to the police, but didn’t Bahir also ‘bribe’ 
this family into forgiveness? This whole affair cost so much money. What if he didn’t have that 
money? Would they have forgiven him? And if not, he probably would have ended up in jail for fifteen 
years. If this is how it is, I would suspect that only the poor people end up in the prisons, and the rich 
“negotiate” their way out. 

 

 This example illustrates the ‘commodification’ of conflict-mediation through the gada 

system. The conflict-mediation process remains imbued with social and cultural practices and 

meanings; it cannot be reduced to the economic dimension alone. Further, material exchange 

has always been part of mediation processes. But what is important to emphasize is that money 

now holds a central place in the conflict-mediation process. Cattle were conspicuously absent. 

And the costs to families to participate in conflict mediation can be very high. To avoid being 

sent to jail, Bahir was able to essentially ‘buy’ the forgiveness of the family through cash gifts 

of some 25,000 ETB (~1133 USD), plus the costs of transportation, venue and food at various 

stages of the conflict mediation process. In addition, Bahir promised to financially support the 

children of the deceased. Many others would not be able to afford this. Perhaps the gada fathers 

made Bahir pay more because he could; maybe they would have asked less of a poorer man. 

But even Bahir was nervous that his negotiations would not be enough to deter this family from 

sending a witness to the court in Adama and thus triggering formal court proceedings. The 

likelihood of a wronged family seeking justice through the formal court system is likely higher 

if the accused does not have the financial resources to persuade them otherwise.  

Marriage Practices 
 The transformation of marriage practices is another lens into the nature of social and 

economic change for recent generations. The expectations of families regarding the gabara 

(dowry), the nature of material exchange in the marriage process, the more conspicuous divide 

between the wealthy and the poor in wedding celebrations, the transition from polygamy to 

monogamy, the ways in which partners are chosen and the choice (or lack thereof) for girls and 

women in this process… Many of these changes are related to the expansion of the market 

system. 

 In earlier times, men often found their future wives through networks of relations or 

when traveling with their cattle. They always married outside of their immediate gosi, or tribal 

group. The marriage practice itself included a ceremony rich in symbols of wealth and 

prosperity. The bride, for example, would be covered in butter before being given to her 
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husband. In fact, the wedding ceremony required so much butter that communities established 

a ‘butter bank’ between families; referred to as wijjoo, which literally means ‘to come together,’ 

women donated large quantities of butter to a family preparing for a major occasion, such as a 

wedding, with the expectation that they return a butter contribution at a later date (Hailu 2007). 

In addition, the two families, when meeting for the wedding ceremony, would mix milk with 

blood from their cattle and drink it together – a symbol that they are now sharing the blood of 

each other. The man usually gave four or so cattle to the woman’s family as gabara (dowry).  

 Today, however, as the elder Haji Tefo laments, “the times have changed completely, 

from blood to money.” Marriage is an affair that can cost some 30,000 ETB (~1400 USD) for 

the gabara alone. As a result, young men are delaying marriage to secure their livelihoods first, 

to be able to pay what feels to them like ever-increasing demands for the gabara. Adam, a rural 

farmer in Wayisso, who would like to live in the city but cannot afford to, explains the gabara 

he gave to his wife’s family in 2008. “For her father, I gave 10,000 birr and ten cattle. I bought 

a mountain bike for her elder brother. I gave six blankets and one bed. And finally, I bought 

four jerry cans to fetch water.” When asked how he knew what or how much to give, he 

explained that “it is culture,” and “it is the elders who decide what to give.” He thinks 

expectations have already risen since his marriage. “At that time, I gave 10,000 birr. Today it 

would be 30,000 birr.” Adam does not wish to have a second wife. The high cost of marriage 

is one reason for the widespread transition from polygamy to monogamy among younger 

generations. 

 In the ATJK woreda today, wedding ceremonies vary from more traditional forms, 

where a woman wears traditional Oromo dress and jewelry, and perhaps puts a symbolic dab 

of butter on her forehead, surrounded by local friends and family, to much more costly affairs, 

with a white dress and suits, multiple meals, multiple venues, transportation in cars, perhaps 

even a filming crew. The divide between the rich and the poor has become more conspicuous. 

To illustrate in more detail this transformation in marriage practices, the following tells two 

stories of the marriages of two relatively rich men. One took place in 1970 and the other in 

2016. Marriage has always been a moment to reveal and share a family’s wealth. But in what 

terms that wealth is measured and displayed has changed. 

 First is the story of Momina. She was born in a rural area called Gurbica, outside of 

Arsi Negele, approximately twelve hours from Wayisso on foot. Momina’s childhood was like 

many others: playing and helping her mother to prepare meals, traveling with the men and 

young shepherds as they left with the cattle, making jewelry and baskets. Marriages were some 

of her happiest memories, when everyone came together to sing and eat well. By the time 



 

 179 

Momina reached sixteen, it was time for her to marry. She was a beautiful young woman, and 

many families requested that she be married to one of their relatives. “Everyone wanted me,” 

she smiled. “But I did not know who I wanted. I simply kept quiet.” One day her uncle and 

brothers approached her parents to suggest a man named Gemechu. Gemechu was wealthy; he 

had many cattle. He lost his first wife and was looking for another. In fact, he had seen Momina 

when grazing his cattle around their area, and “begged” (according to Momina) for her to be 

his wife. Momina’s parents agreed with the proposal, and although it was a marriage “without 

my love, without my choice,” Momina married. To refuse was to risk social exclusion.  

 The marriage process took two months. Elders visited the family twice to pay respects 

and make the necessary arrangements. Her family offered porridge and milk. In the second 

month, with the third visit, came the final celebration and her departure. Momina’s family 

slaughtered a cow to celebrate, and Gemechu gave ten cattle to her family. Ten cattle were 

many more than the average four. The community ate, sang, and celebrated for two days. 

Cacabsa was served in an elaborately beaded container; joyful music was made without 

instruments; milk and meat were consumed in abundance. On the third day, Momina left with 

Gemechu. She wore jewelry on her fingers and toes, the traditional headdress, and her body 

was coated in butter. Her face was covered so she could not see, and Gemechu led her to 

Wayisso. “When my husband took me, I was covered. I didn’t know where I was, the direction 

home. For the first three months here, I didn’t know which way went to my birthplace. I asked 

people, ‘Which way did I come from to here? From the right or the left? Through the front or 

the back?’ I didn’t know at that time.” This was common practice, to cover the face of the 

woman as she is taken to her new home.  

 The first three months were difficult for Momina. “When I saw the crops and the cattle, 

I felt that this area was bad. There was a big difference compared to my birthplace.” She didn’t 

like the food. She missed her family. “I don’t even want to remember those first three months 

here with my husband.” But eventually she grew accustomed to her new life. After one year of 

marriage, Momina gave birth to her first child. She went on to have seven children, only three 

of whom survived to adulthood. Two died in their infancy, and two others died around the age 

of eight, one from drowning in the river and the other from illness. Her eldest surviving son 

lives next to her in Wayisso with his wife and eight children. Another son lives in Ziway. Her 

daughter was married in her late teens, and she lives in a distant rural area of Oromiya. 

 Some aspects of Momina’s marriage process — for example, the visit by elders on 

behalf of the man, the negotiation of the gabara — remains common practice. Some girls 

continue to marry at relatively young ages — around the ages of fifteen to seventeen — and 
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marry the person of their family’s choosing. However, this tends to occur within families where 

the girl or the parents have little to no education, or when families face significant economic 

hardship and the gabara is one way to alleviate poverty. Young people who attend school, 

however, have different expectations for marriage. Young men often said they wanted to wait 

until they were thirty or older before getting married. They wanted to pursue their education 

and find “good work” first. Young women expressed similar aspirations: for education, for 

work, and only then would they find someone they would choose themselves. Indeed, it is 

increasingly common for women and men to choose each other rather than accepting the 

arrangements of their families. Out of respect for their families, however, they still often send 

elders to the woman’s family to ask for their consent and blessing.54  

 The following are my field notes from attending a very different kind of marriage 

ceremony that spanned Ziway, Adami Tulu, and Lake Langano in a single day. In contrast to 

the marriage of Momina several decades ago, it is what the marriage of a “rich man” looks like 

today, a mix of Oromo tradition with Western embellishments: the white dress, wedding cake, 

groomsmen in suits and ties. This ‘modern’ wedding illustrates the commodification and 

creolization of cultural practices, as well as the important role migration plays in supporting 

them. This expensive wedding was funded in large part by the remittances of a few family 

members working as domestic workers in Beirut. 

 

A ‘modern’ wedding. Field notes. 8 May 2016. 

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

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

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

 

 These two examples of the marriages of wealthy men in 1970 and 2016 show the rising 

place of ‘consumption’ in marriage practice. New goods (a white dress; suits and ties) and new 

services (transport in cars; a film crew) are introduced into long-standing practices (the 

payment of the gabara; eating cacabsa, the traditional dish; gifts of butter). Weddings have 

always been a moment to display and share one’s wealth with others. What has changed is in 

what terms that wealth is shared and displayed. People have new expectations for what their 

marriages can and should look like. When one man remarked, “One wat used to be enough,” 

this signals a shift in expectations. To be clear, there is nothing wrong with being able to serve 

and share multiple wats, and the past should not be romanticized. At the same time, it signals 

a common critique of market society: perpetuating a culture of consumerism, stimulating the 

feeling of never having ‘enough,’ and the commodification of social life (see Schumacher 

1973; Streeck 2012).  
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 The 2016 wedding brings to mind the concept of ‘conspicuous consumption,’ a concept 

first introduced by Thorstein Veblen to describe the behavioral characteristics of the ‘nouveau 

rich’ in the United States in the late nineteenth century. Conspicuous consumption refers to the 

practice of publicly displaying one’s wealth to bolster one’s social standing and prestige within 

the community, and it usually carries a negative connotation. Development economists often 

lament the practice of conspicuous consumption in poor countries, suggesting that families 

should invest their discretionary incomes in more ‘productive’ pursuits (e.g. Moav and Neeman 

2012; Linssen et al 2011). However, it is worth noting that the wedding provided significant 

employment and incomes to others, helping the local economy. But beyond this, it is ironic the 

development economists lament the ‘consumerism’ of world’s poor, when the very market 

society they hope to stimulate depends upon a change in attitudes towards greater consumption.  

 These critiques aside, the phrase ‘conspicuous consumption’ has value in another, very 

basic sense: the way in which wealth is displayed has become more conspicuous, or visible, in 

market societies. As stated previously, inequalities always existed in Wayisso, but the 

monetization of wealth means inequalities are visible in the proliferation of goods and services 

that one can or cannot consume. From one perspective, rural-urban migration from Wayisso is 

a practice that one can or cannot engage depending on one’s wealth; only those who can afford 

to move and sustain a more expensive urban lifestyle can migrate. Migration to the Middle 

East, however, because of an emerging migration industry that lowers the costs of international 

migration, is increasingly accessible to households that do not have the resources to make a 

move to town. And once abroad, young women are able to remit significant amounts of money 

back to the village. In a way, the ‘nouveau rich’ in Wayisso are those whose daughters are in 

the Middle East.  

Migration to the Middle East  
 It is impossible to understand the decision-making of young women who leave for the 

Middle East without an appreciation for the penetration of market forces into their society. It 

is precisely because of the commodification of so many dimensions of social life, because of 

the increasing power of money to buy social, economic, and spatial mobility, that women 

consider leaving and their families often support them.  

 Historically, women have always been more mobile than men. However, their 

movement was almost entirely rural-rural for the purpose of marriage.55 Today, women 

                                                
55 Portions of this section and the conclusion are reproduced from (Schewel 2018a) and Schewel (2018b). 
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continue to move, but their trajectories are diversifying. Migration to the Middle East is one 

relatively new form of movement that began in the late 1990s and early 2000s from this 

woreda. Some of the first women to leave from the ATJK woreda were from Adami Tulu. They 

were mainly Wolayta women that had moved, or their parents had moved, to Adami Tulu to 

look for work with Ziway Farmland, more commonly called ‘Gerbi.’ The Wolayta are a 

population that have a longer history of moving for wage-work; when a few heard about 

opportunities in the Middle East, they decided to try their luck. Today, Adami Tulu’s main 

roads are lined with shops run by return migrants from the Middle East. 

 One day I sat with three women from ganda Dakabo Bulo (Lineage 2) and asked who 

was the first woman to migrate to the Middle East from Wayisso. It was Shitaye, from the 

Qoma gosi in another part of Wayisso, who left for Beirut. The next was Hawa Desissa Bude 

Dakabo Bulo, from their ganda, who left for Beirut in 2010 or 2011 GC. They remembered 

that when these women first left, they could hardly believe it. It was not normal for women to 

move independently, “to visit different places.” Hawa left through a broker (dalala in 

Amharic), and with the money she earned, she built a house in Adami Tulu for her family. 

People began to notice what migration abroad could do. Hawa has since returned, married, and 

moved to Negele with her husband. But growing numbers have since followed her footsteps 

and left. 

 In Wayisso, relative to the process of rural-urban migration to Adami Tulu and Ziway, 

international migration remains a minor phenomenon, about as frequent as migration to other 

cities further afield within Ethiopia – to regional centers like Adama or the capital city, Addis 

Ababa (See Chapter Four). While slightly more men have left for larger cities within Ethiopia, 

the only people who have left Wayisso for international destinations are women. For women 

from Wayisso, migration abroad was often described as a strategy to be able to establish a 

residence and livelihood in Ziway. Contrary to traditional conceptions of step-wise migration, 

where migrants from small to larger urban centers before migrating internationally, in this case, 

migration abroad acts as a stepping stone on the rural to urban trajectory. 

 In Wayisso, the construction of new homes is one of the most visible effects of 

migration to the Middle East. One such migrant-funded house has reflective shiny windows 

with bars, bright paint, multiple rooms and a corrugated iron roof. On the inside, someone 

painted ‘AMANEE TUNNEE BARAA 2010’ on the wall. Amane left for Beirut three and a 

half years ago, and her family built this house with her remittances in 2017 (2010 EC). They 

also bought four cows. Her mother was obviously proud when she showed me. “Jabdu,” she 

said. Her daughter is strong. 
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 Inside the new home built by Amane’s remittances was Zeyneba, who had given birth 

to her third child just two days prior. The tiny baby was wrapped in cloth, and Zeyneba was 

resting. Zeyneba still looked very young. Last time I had spoken to Zeyneba, two years ago, 

she was sixteen and pregnant with her second child. Her first child died in its first days of life, 

and seven months pregnant with her second, Zeyneba had her heart set on leaving for the 

Middle East. She was unhappy with her life here — it was not what her husband Gicho had 

promised her when he convinced her to marry him — and Zeyneba believed migration abroad 

was the only way to change things. 

 While Zeyneba did not realize that desire to leave, her sister in law, Megertu, did. 

Megertu is married to Gicho’s brother Felen, both of whom are brothers of Amane. Megertu 

was in school at Shisho Xaboo, the neighboring kebele, when she fell in love with Felen. She 

married him, leaving her education just as she was due to begin grade 8. She was 16 then, now 

aged 20. She gave birth to her first child, a little girl, soon after marrying. When her daughter 

was 8 months old, Megertu left her with the child’s grandmother to go to what everyone simply 

calls “Arab”. She called a broker — the number was given to her by a friend — and she didn’t 

really know where she would go, but the broker arranged for Beirut, still the most common 

destination from this area. She paid the broker 3000 ETB (~140 USD), and then gave her first 

two months wages to an office at the airport in Beirut, which forwarded the money to her 

agency. Her family in Beirut was nice, she said, but the work was difficult. Seven days a week 

with no rest. There were four children (three teenagers and one toddler), and she was the only 

one taking care of the household. She was paid 150 USD per month, the standard rate in Beirut. 

After one year and seven months, Megertu came home. She promised the family in Beirut that 

she would return, but she will not. She wants to leave again, but this time for Dubai, where 

they pay higher wages. 

 When I first met Gicho, Felen, Megertu and Zeyneba in 2016, they lived together in 

what looked to be the poorest home in Wayisso. It was a traditional circular hut, with patchy 

mud and stick walls and a poorly thatched roof. After Megertu left for the Middle East, they 

had enough money to knock that home down and construct a modern cinderblock house with 

an iron roof. Felen does not have any work, and only two plots to his name. He was working 

at Verde Beef, but that had stopped for a while. A fight broke out at Verde Beef in the midst of 

the Oromo Protests, and the managers shut things down. Now pregnant with her second child, 

Megertu was proud of the new home she was able to build for her family. If Megertu does leave 

again, I asked what she hopes to accomplish. She wants to build a home in Ziway and start 

some kind of business, she said. She wasn’t sure what. Maybe with bajaj’s. Maybe a shop. 
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 The decision to leave is an active pursuit of capital. Under a variety of circumstances, 

young women mentioned migration to the Middle East, and the money it provides, as a way to 

not only improve their lives materially, but to gain “freedom,” to “do something with my life,” 

to “change my life and the life of my family.” Women often leave at a moment of transition in 

the life course, as they navigate the path out of adolescence and into adulthood. In some cases, 

the potential of migration is worth leaving their education to pursue. As one aspiring migrant 

put it, “Education is important, [but] migration is a quicker and more sure way to change your 

life.” In other cases, the decision to leave is taken when one life trajectory, education, closes, 

and the alternative – generally marriage – is considered undesirable. Migration becomes a way 

to avoid an early marriage and a rural future. Still others, such as Zeyneba or Megertu, who are 

already married, aspire to leave to avoid further pregnancies and improve the conditions of 

their family. Once optimistic about their futures, young married women with children perceive 

the window of opportunity narrowing and the weight of a rural future looming on the horizon. 

Migration becomes a way to disrupt an otherwise predictable future. 

 International migration, precisely because it gives access to unprecedented incomes for 

low-skilled women, often does disrupt entrenched gendered norms and expected life course 

trajectories. The capital migrant domestic workers earn trumps any other economic opportunity 

available to rural men and women with low levels of education. The fact that women are the 

ones who are able to access these economic opportunities abroad challenges a gendered 

hierarchy where men have always been the economic providers and power-holders. Men were 

the leaders of their pastoral herds; men were the first farmers; men were the first to go to school 

and thereby access new forms of salary-based work with government or foreign organizations. 

Throughout these livelihood transitions in Wayisso, the realm of the woman remained primarily 

in the home. Some husbands preferred it that way and did not allow their wives to migrate 

abroad. As one husband explained, they might “get used to the lifestyle and facilities there, 

[and] may not like life in the rural areas.” “They may not like a rural husband,” his wife joked.  

 For most households in Wayisso, their primary source of income comes from the 

harvest they glean from their land once a year. As detailed in Chapter Five, access to land 

within families varies greatly, from one plot (0.25 hectares) among a few young households to 

twenty plots (5 hectares) among a few others. The average is 1.5 to 2 hectares (six to eight 

plots). Almost all households in Wayisso grow maize. Under good conditions, one plot 

produces some eight to twelve quintals (100 kilograms) of maize for the market, which is then 

bought for around 400 ETB/quintal (roughly 19 USD in 2016), bringing a potential income 

gain of 3200-4800 ETB (~150-225 USD) per plot. Of course, given farmers’ dependence on 
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rain, as irrigation is not yet viable in the area, a year of drought – such as the year before this 

research study – means some farmers may fail to produce even one quintal for the market. After 

all, farming also requires investments: in seeds, oxen, and potentially fertilizer and additional 

manpower. For one farmer in Wayisso with one hectare, after subtracting expenses, his overall 

profit in a good year is around 14,500 ETB (678 USD). However, in 2016, he made only 1320 

ETB (62 USD). 

 Beyond farming, there are development initiatives for the economic empowerment of 

women in the area. In Ziway, growing micro-entrepreneurship can be seen in the proliferation 

of small coffee huts that branch out from the main road. The government gives the space for 

free or for a small rent, and the young women sell coffee and tea, and sometimes food. 

However, in rural areas, the opportunities to make an income are more limited. Some women 

may, of their own initiative, continue to sell things at the local market in Adami Tulu, or buy a 

few goods to bring back to the village and sell there, such as sugarcane. “Development agents” 

working in the area have increasingly employed a strategy of encouraging women to raise 

chickens to sell their eggs. Two woman I spoke to in Wayisso had made such an investment. It 

cost 3000 ETB (140 USD) to build the chicken hut and they began with 15 chickens, selling 

each egg 3.50 ETB (16¢) per piece at the local market in Adami Tulu. It began well, but they 

encountered problems when one husband kept asking his wife for the money she made and was 

“just spending it on things in town.” They decided to put the business on hold. 

 It is in this economic context that young women and families consider migration to the 

Middle East, where the profit a woman can make is more reliable and substantive than the 

profit to be made from rain-fed agriculture or a small business. For a young person deciding to 

leave, migration to the Middle East is thus framed as an investment, for themselves and their 

families. As one woman put it, “First I want to do something for my family, and the rest I will 

use for myself.” Shiko, who left after completing grade 7, took that approach. The first time 

she worked abroad for two years, and with the money she sent back, her family built a new 

home in Wayisso with an iron roof and painted walls. Her father bought cattle. She paid the 

gabara for her brother to get married, some 30,000 ETB (~1400 USD). Then she came home 

for several months. She left again, but this time, her father says, “we are only listening to her 

voice. Now she tries to live for herself.” She has her own bank account in Ziway and the family 

hasn’t seen any of it. “Maybe she has a boyfriend,” her brother speculated. Whatever the case, 

it was clear the family saw the money as hers. 

 In Wayisso, the remittances sent home fund other family members’ ability to build a 

house in town, or to improve their homes in Wayisso. In this way, the benefits of migration 
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become visible to neighbors, fueling what the migration literature has called a sense of “relative 

deprivation” (Stark and Taylor 1991) – that is, a sense of material deprivation relative to others 

in one’s social group. Often, young women who aspired to go to the Middle East mentioned 

someone they knew who was able to “change their life,” who inspired them to follow a similar 

route. The most common way people aspired to change their life was to save enough money to 

build a home in the city and open their own business. Most return migrants opened corner 

stores with basic goods: soap, water, coca-cola, biscuits – not always a very lucrative enterprise 

but relative to other income-generating opportunities, a significant source of financial 

independence (see Figure 43). Opening a mana bunaa (literally coffee house) is another, less 

expensive alternative (Figure 44).  

 In Ziway, on a new road recently built to accommodate the housing boom around the 

city, a number of new shops are opening up: small restaurants, pool houses, mobile phone 

stores, corner shops, and hair dressers. One woman worked in Saudi Arabia for two years and 

returned to Ziway to open her own restaurant. To purchase a space for her restaurant on this 

new road, it cost her 18,000 ETB (~840 USD). “If I didn’t go to Saudi Arabia, I could never 

have opened my own business,” she said. Many women preferred living in town, not only 

because the lifestyle was considered better and potential incomes gained were greater, but also 

because of the social distance from rural areas. As one return migrant from another rural kebele 

in ATJK, who owns a corner store in Ziway, expressed, “I chose Ziway because it’s close 

enough to my family, but far enough away where they are not going to come and ask for things 

for free all the time.” 
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Figure 43. A Return Migrant’s Store on the Outskirts of Ziway 
 

 
Figure 44. One Return Migrant's Mana Bunaa, or Roadside Coffee House 
  

 It is important to view the decision to leave in relation to the opportunities and 

constraints that young women face locally. Most young women and their families hope that 

girls will do well in their education to find profitable work within Ethiopia, yet many fail to 

finish their secondary schooling. Only thirty-four percent of pupils pass the national exam after 

tenth grade, according to one education worker in the district, and few make it that far. The 
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government is aware of low pass rates, and students who fail are encouraged to pursue technical 

and vocational schooling or certificate awarding courses like the Teacher Training Institute or 

College of Teacher’s Education in Ziway. There are also opportunities for other educational 

certificates among a growing number of private institutions. But as one young woman who 

failed Grade 10 put it, “My grades were not good enough to continue to the preparatory school. 

And to take the Technical and Vocational Classes, it needs income, money. And I didn’t have 

anything in my hand. That’s why I decided to leave.” Three months after failing her exam, she 

left. 

 Kyaa is another young woman who left for Beirut after she failed the Grade 10 national 

exam. In 2016, Kyaa lived and worked for a nice family, a family that “treats her as a family 

member.” When I asked why she left, she simply explained that she failed her exam and this 

seemed the next best option: “Nobody pushed me to go. I had friends who had migrated. And 

it is better to do something. […] If I did not migrate, I would have been married and then I 

would be dependent on my husband. I wouldn’t have the capability to do anything without my 

husband’s permission.” Kyaa had been abroad for three years, but with the help of her family, 

she already began building a house in Adami Tulu and planned to open her own shop there 

when she returns. 

 While Kyaa’s story is an example of an alternative for girls and women when education 

is no longer a possibility, there are also examples when families pull their daughters out of their 

education because of economic needs at home. Most often, girls and women can assist with 

alleviating the poverty of their family by getting married, because of the gabara (dowry) from 

the man’s family. As described previously, gabara used to be paid primarily in cattle, but today, 

it is more common to give cash and other gifts. Migration to the Middle East is becoming an 

alternative for girls who wish to avoid an early marriage but still feel compelled to contribute 

to their family’s income. Ayi, for example, grew up in a kebele next to Wayisso. She left home 

when she was fourteen. “My family was not able to send me to school. Not even a government 

school. They needed money to survive. We were in absolute poverty, so they needed me to 

work. If I was in school, no one was there to help the family.” Her three older brothers stayed 

in school, but as she expressed, “there is extra pressure for the girl to stop school.” Ayi knew 

of other girls who had gone abroad and had an idea. “I convinced my father that migration 

would be better than getting married now. I would be able to make some money to send home, 

then I could return and get married. My father agreed and he arranged for me to go.” Migration 

to the Middle East for Ayi was the best option among a poor set, but one she actively negotiated 

with her family. 
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 International migration to the Middle East, then, although still a relatively minor 

phenomenon compared to other forms of movement, has entered the social imaginary as one 

option among others for young women. It has become part of what geographers call the “mental 

maps” (Fuller and Chapman 1974) of other girls and young women, a possible pathway in their 

imagined futures.  

 Besa, for example, is one young woman who grew up in Wayisso. In 2016, Besa lived 

in Ziway and studied in a government school. Besa has a strong personality and a quick tongue, 

and in the midst of the Oromo protests that were heating up at the time, she made some political 

comments that inflamed her teacher. This teacher had it out for her, Besa said, and school 

became difficult. One day, Besa and her teacher had a particularly strong disagreement, and 

rather than trying to solve it by bringing her parents to meet with the school administration, 

Besa decided to drop her education. She called her cousin, who was in Beirut and asked her to 

arrange her own migration abroad. Her cousin did so, and shortly after the end of the school 

year and the national exam, Besa left. She did not use a broker, nor did she have to pay anything 

because her cousin covered the costs. She only told her parents the week before she left. After 

Besa arrived in Beirut, she learned that she had passed the Grade 10 exam, which was quite an 

achievement. She immediately regretted her decision, but she was already there. She stayed for 

two years and three months to work for “a nice older woman”; in addition, she worked in four 

other houses. She only did cleaning, and earned 150 USD/month. Besa told the families she 

didn’t know how to cook. It wasn’t true, she laughed; she just didn’t want to cook.  

 Besa returned to Ethiopia when her employer left Beirut for the United States. She told 

Besa to go home, see her family, and return in a few months. Besa agreed. When I spoke with 

Besa in October 2018, she had been home for only six weeks. She plans to return to the same 

woman. She thinks she was lucky to find a nice employer. She will stay for a few more years. 

After that, she isn’t sure, but she wants to come back, settle in Ziway and marry. She will use 

the money she earns to “help her family and herself.” But she’s not giving it to her husband, 

she joked. 

 Mimi also left after the Grade 10 national exam, but in her case, it was because she 

failed. Fifteen years old, she did not know what else to do. She called her aunt in Beirut and 

asked her to help her migrate. Her aunt, also from Wayisso, arranged everything. It cost 12,000 

ETB to go. Initially, her family did not want her to leave, Mimi said, but she convinced them, 

and they helped pay the initial costs. Mimi left in the middle of 2016. She sent the money she 

made in Beirut (150 USD per month) home to her family, and their investment was paid back 

after four months. Although Mimi had signed a contract for two years and two months, she left 
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after only eighteen months. She worked for a single woman who had a flare for drama. She 

never left Mimi alone, always looking for something to nag her or complain about. She looked 

for excuses not to pay her. Mimi had to call an agency several times (her aunt gave her the 

number) to have them ask the employer to pay her on time. Eventually, Mimi could not take it 

anymore. She called the agency and asked to leave. They facilitated her return. Now Mimi lives 

in their family’s home in Ziway, and she decided to pursue her studies instead. She studies 

accounting at Addis Ababa Medical College. 

 Besa’s and Mimi’s stories illustrate that, when they encountered an obstacle in their 

educational pathway, the primary alternative they saw was migration abroad. Thus, to reduce 

the desire to leave to considerations of economic considerations alone would be insufficient to 

explain migration aspirations. It is also important to appreciate the limited and socially-

constructed opportunities young women have locally. As one mother from Wayisso explained: 

“After the national exam at grade 10, if [girls] pass, they proceed to the preparatory level. If 

they fail, they have two opportunities: to marry someone or to fly outside to Arab.” Though 

few women from Wayisso mentioned it, there are other opportunities for wage-work in town: 

daily work, for example, in restaurants, or cutting and packing flowers in Sher’s greenhouses. 

Yet these kinds of jobs, because of the low-wages and difficult work, were not seen as a way 

to “change your life.” Only the most destitute work on the flower farms, they said. The reason 

migration to the Middle East is seen as acceptable is because it gives access to capital, that is, 

enough money to invest in material change. Work on the flower farms, on the other hand, only 

alleviates the hardships of economic scarcity. It gives an income, but not capital. 

Conclusion 
 The expansion of the market in ATJK woreda entailed a transformation in the structural 

dimension of economic exchange – that is, a shift from rural, barter-based markets to urban, 

money-based markets. At the same time, the spread of the market generated new ‘economic 

mentalities’ (Polanyi 1944), that is, an embrace of market ‘rationality’ and the emergence of 

the ‘profit motive.’ The first half of this chapter illustrates the implications of this economic 

shift on two fundamentally social practices: conflict mediation and marriage. Both examples 

illustrate the increasingly central place money assumes in these processes, and the more visible 

inequalities this generates. I show that material exchange has always been a part of social 

practices, and inequalities have always existed, even within the (ideally) egalitarian gada 

system. But for earlier generations, wealth was measured in cattle and consumable ‘goods’ 
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were relatively limited. The monetization of wealth, and its more conspicuous consumption, 

widened and rendered more visible the scope of material inequalities in Wayisso.   

 Because economic needs, reasoning and behavior are not fixed, but reflect changing 

values, attitudes, and assumptions about the ‘good’ in a changing social imaginary, migration 

decision-making looks different for different generations. ‘Costs’ and ‘benefits’ are not neutral 

concepts, objectively continuous over time; what is perceived as a cost or benefit shifts as 

people’s values change. By examining the decision-making of young women who leave for the 

Middle East, I suggest that their reasoning is impossible to understand without an appreciation 

for the penetration of market forces into their society. It is precisely because of the 

commodification of so many dimensions of social life, because of the increasing power of 

money to buy social, economic, and spatial mobility, that women consider leaving and their 

families often support them. Thus, the Ethiopian economy ‘develops’ – entailing, in practice, 

that the forces of the market become stronger and consumption increases – migration begins to 

make more sense for more people. This is one of the main reasons why economic development 

in poorer places tends to stimulate both rural-urban and international migration. 

 Migration, under these conditions of market expansion, can both fuel and disrupt 

existing inequalities. On the one hand, as the last chapter also illustrated, migration to town 

becomes the purview of those who have the financial means to invest in a migration project 

and sustain the cost of living an urban life. The remittances urban migrants send back can 

further the divide between families that participate in migration and those who do not. On the 

other hand, migration can also disrupt long-standing inequalities, previously determined by 

family, ethnicity or gender. This chapter shows that migration to the Middle East for domestic 

work is one way in which young, rural women reshape their futures, challenging a life-course 

trajectory that otherwise leads them to an early marriage and motherhood. 

 The experience of the young women described here complicates the dominant academic 

and policy discourse about Ethiopian labor migration to the Middle East. The main narrative 

about this migration in both international media and research publications is overwhelmingly 

negative. It is often told that girls and women, uneducated and facing desperate economic 

circumstances, are deceived by the false promises of brokers into appalling work conditions, 

only to return to Ethiopia with broken spirits, perhaps broken bodies, and little to show for it 

(see Demissie 2018; Jamie and Tsega 2016; Beydoun 2006; Minaye, 2012; Mandefro 2012). 

The media and education campaigns disseminate horrific stories of abuse and exploitation, yet 

adolescents and women continue to leave (Demissie 2018). The decision-making of these 

young women remains nebulous; rather than the utility-maximizing agents assumed in most 
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migration theories, they are more often portrayed as trafficked, deceived, or “blinded by hope” 

(Frouws 2014; Kebede 2002; Jamie and Tsega 2016).  

 Applying an aspiration-capability lens to analyze the decision-making of these young 

women, however, reveals their agency and rationality at the same time that it shows the 

significant capability constraints they face locally. This chapter shows that the aspiration to 

migrate arises for many young women when, as they transition into their adult lives, the 

pathways they find before them locally – whether marriage, education, or local low-skilled 

work opportunities – are not promising avenues to achieve the aspirations they hold. Faced 

with limited capabilities for upward socioeconomic mobility locally, the aspiration to earn an 

income and the social freedoms that income brings meets the capability to leave through an 

established system of brokers, agencies, and networks that lower the costs and constraints of 

migrating. Not all women want to leave, however. For some, the fear of “getting a bad family” 

outweighs the potential income gains. For others, they may wish to leave, but lack the 

capability to do so – whether familial support or the financial resources to leave with a 

trustworthy agency. Interestingly, almost all women envisioned their long-term futures in 

Ethiopia. Migration abroad for domestic work was a temporary strategy to improve that 

imagined future in town. These findings complicate the trafficking narrative that dominates 

perceptions about young women’s migration as domestic workers to the Middle East. Rather 

than helpless victims, many girls and women know what they are doing and that risks are 

entailed. Some return with significant capital, and their experiences expand the mental maps 

and migration imaginaries of other young women hoping to change their life circumstances.56  

 Nevertheless, to emphasize the agency and rationale of young women does not preclude 

an appreciation for the significant constraints they face. The experiences of girls and women 

described here are not necessarily ones we might typically associate with the concept of 

“empowerment,” nor does it suggest that migration alone will alleviate the significant 

development constraints young women face more generally. It is difficult to separate the 

aspiration and capability to leave from a broader set of what Sen (1999) calls “unfreedoms”: 

in the economic, educational, social and cultural realms. Girls and women often lack the 

capabilities required to achieve their aspirations for educational and professional achievement 

                                                
56 It is important to note that in my research area, the girls and women who left mostly did so with passports, 
visas, and contracts. Other communities may experience higher rates of trafficking – particularly in large urban 
centers or in northern areas of Ethiopia, where geographic proximity to countries across the Red Sea and Gulf of 
Aden may mean more irregular forms of migration are common. Because of the small scope of this study, these 
findings do not represent the experiences of “Ethiopian women.” However, they bring to light alternative 
narratives and experiences that challenge a homogenizing (and victimizing) characterization of the Ethiopian 
domestic worker in the Middle East (see also Boyden and Howard 2013). 



 

 196 

in Ethiopia, to lead economically independent lives and choose when they wish to marry. 

Against the backdrop of these unfreedoms, the aspiration to migrate emerges. 

   

 

  


