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Abstract

APPROACHING ETHIOPIAN HISTORY: ADDIS ABABA AND LOCAL
GOVERNANCE IN HARAR, c. 1900 to 1950

By

Tim Carmichael

This dissertation investigates state-society relations in Harirgé, Ethiopia, during
the first half of the 20" century. Based primarily on judicial, administrative, and security
forces archival documents, it argues that in this region the Ethiopian state began to
succeed in, but ultimately failed to extend a system of governance that earned the willing
consent of local populations. The findings are of broader interest in that Haréirgé was an

Islamic region and the Ethiopian state was Christian dominated.
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This dissertation is dedicated to my mother, whose formidable health battles have taught
me that scholarship’s rigors are nothing, and that the joys of studying history are less
important than living in the present.
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A Note on Transliteration

Most methods of transliterating Ethiopic characters have advantages and
disadvantages, and the system employed here is no exception. Nevertheless, I believe it

will be perfectly sufficient for the needs of anyone reading this dissertation.

Vowels
Vowels follow the Wright system, with the “fifth order” represented by ¢ and the

sixth by e. For example:

ba
bu
bi
ba
bé
be
bo

SapSpPD

Consonants

Most of the consonants are transliterated as they sound, but there are some that

warrant clarification:
F TIC cheger
a [OWA)] c’drrdsi
] an shisha
8 Ré s’afd
m m4. t’iffa
A R40 p’ap’as
+ +nA qébbaili
h hé.A kaffala
b] £ 1] dafifia
W AN o rizyem'

2

! The exception here is my preference for “azajj,” rather than “azazy.’
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Introduction
Approaching Ethiopian History

This dissertation investigates state-society relations in Harérgé, Ethiopia, during
the first half of the 20" century.' The nature and content of my primary sources,
generally official records, guide the analyses of judiciary, administration and internal
security, and exposition is emphasized over ‘traditional’ narrative.”> Harirgé was a
largely Muslim region, and the Christian-dominated Ethiopian state began but ultimately
failed to establish government rule there based on the willing consent of the governed.
Significantly, there are indications of early success in that direction, as revealed by
analysis of Hardr civil court records during the 1910s and 1920s. However, the political
agendas of organized post-second world war Somali and Haridri movements clarify that
the apparent gains were illusory, and that simmering resentments against Addis Abdba’s
rule stimulated the development of pan-Islamic religious alliances that transcended more
narrow ethnic concerns.

While many view 20" century Ethiopian history as either the ‘modernization’ of a
‘traditional’ empire, or as the development of an African colonial state, I see the 1900-

1950 era as characterized by government attempts to ‘professionalize’ (or ‘standardize’)

! For my purposes here, I conceive Hartirgé as consisting of the enormous region whose various local
political officials were directly answerable to the Governor’s Office in the city of Harir. The emphasis is
on Harlir town, but the larger picture includes areas that surface often in the records, resulting in a broad
swathe from Dire Dawa in the west to Gebredehar in the southeast.

2For similarly structured studies, see Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, Peasant Revolts in the
Twentieth Century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991; Suraiya Faroghi, Approaching Ottoman
History: an Introduction to the Sources, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999; and Sandra
Fullerton Joireman, Property Rights and Political Development in Ethiopia and Eritrea, 1941-74,
Oxford/Athens: James Currey/Ohio University Press, 2000.
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state bureaucratic structures and processes. This notion emerges naturally from a close
reading of various types of official documents, and is common knowledge among some
Ethiopians. The idea of the ‘modern’ Ethiopian state being marked by novel
bureaucratization is hardly original, but most scholarly accounts that attend to it are
general in nature and/or derived from a perspective centered on the capital city.> This
dissertation seeks instead to document prominent aspects of this little understood process
" by looking at actual praxis in a provincial region. The following chapters therefore focus
on judiciary, administration and internal security, all of which were based on
‘modemnizing’ institutions that mediated state-society relations.*

Over the last decade, debates about ethnicity have dominated Ethiopian Studies
and often reduced the study of Ethiopian History to simplistic binary analyses of nation
building versus domination and repression.’ The last pair is usually interpreted in terms
of ethnic tension, though perhaps as a reflection of the influence of present-day
grievances on research into history and society, studies of religion in Ethiopia have also
appropriated the approach.® Real-life situations, however, were (and are) vastly more

complex, much messier, and like all social reality subject to change over time. Most

* Among the literature sources, see Teshale Tibebu, The Making of Modern Ethiopia, 1896-1974,
Lawrence, NJ: Red Sea Press, 1995, especially Chapter Five; David Abner Talbot, Contemporary Ethiopia,
New York: Philosophical Library, 1952, Chapter Eight; Margery Perham, The Government of Ethiopia,
London: Faber and Faber, 1948.

* In tracing the shift from Ethiopia’s semi-feudal gabbdr system to that of a ‘modern’ state, Teshale Tibebu
specifies that “...the means of rule had three aspects: military, administrative, and judicial.” Teshale, The
Making of Modern Ethiopia, 107.

* For a passionate diatribe against the nature of Ethiopian debates, see Genenew Assefa, “Thinking Out
Loud of Fact and Fiction: Nostalgia for Empiricism,” Horn of Africa, XV1, 1-4 (1998): 171-75.

® A leading example is Hussein Ahmed. See his “Islamic Literature and Religious Revival in Ethiopia
(1991-1994), Islam et Sociétés au Sud du Sahara, 12 (1998): 89-108; and “Recent Islamic Periodicals in
Ethiopia (1996-1998),” Northeast African Studies, 5,2 (1998): 7-21.
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social scientists would agree with the proposition that ethnicity should not be viewed as a
bounded category, nor should religion. Similarly, Ethiopian History need not be
approached as a neat, unfolding narrative in linear terms, although conceptual links can
certainly be drawn when required for specific purposes, whether those of scholars,
political ideologues, or others.

This dissertation combines two predominant trends in Ethiopian Studies, namely,
one concerned with or framed by nationalist narratives and issues, and another that
comprises a varied collection of narrowly-focused research. Each, of course, has its
advantages and disadvantages and is well represented in the scholarly literature. The
nationalist narratives, consisting generally of the tradition of Greater Ethiopian
nationalism and various counter-discourses against it, take on the risky but potentially
fruitful onus of synthesis, eliding details for the sake of generalization. Various micro-
studies eschew the broad picture in a quest to illuminate local particularities, or the
minutiae of history that are inherently interesting but of little significance when viewed in
isolation. Though the two approaches are not always related, even if they should be,
finding an appropriate balance between them is always challenging. The strategy taken
here seeks to synthesize the two by adopting a larger, familiar framework—that of the
early development of the ‘modern’ Ethiopian state, especially as envisioned by its
primary practitioner Hayl4 Sellassé and his intellectual allies—and exploring in detail
some of the ways that the processes of state growth and the extension of its various
branches (e.g., judiciary, administration, internal security) played out at local and

regional levels, particularly in terms of state-society relations.
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Certain types of local and regional data from the Harér region reveal that the
history of the Ethiopian state may not have followed a course that is easily reducible to
the typical narrative structure so common in the existing literature. My work on archival
materials suggests that further local and regionally focused research on different spheres
of governance will be necessary to enable the production of new narrative syntheses that
transcend the patterns that are well-established in the Ethiopian historiography. That is,
broader and deeper knowledge about actual governance and local state-society relations
will facilitate the construction of narratives that may or may not be nationalist—either
Greater Ethiopian or ethno-linguistic—in orientation, but either way (or otherwise) are
attuned to the vagaries and diversities of local experiences throughout time. By primarily
focusing analysis on the specificities of one region, this study is intended as one example
of the sorts of projects that, by linking the national to the regional to the local in specific
ways, might be conducted to prepare the way for novel (chronological and/or topical)

narrative syntheses in the future.

Nationalist Approaches

“The Horn of Africa is the site for a clash of nationalist struggles that offer
competing narratives of the past and of contemporary forms of identity, imagining
Ethiopia in sharply contrasting ways.”” Scholars of the Greater Ethiopian variety view
the country’s history more or less as a linear progression dating from 3000 years ago,

when King Solomon impregnated the Queen of Sheba, who then birthed King Menilek I,

7 John Sorenson, Imagining Ethiopia: Struggles for History and Identity in the Horn of Africa, New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1993, 5.
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the progenitor of Ethiopia’s famed Solomonic line of emperors.® Others, intent to
dismantle this unsustainable epistemological platform by focusing instead on ethno-
linguistic nationalisms, are clear in their view of the state as a recent creation, tracing
back little more than 100 years. Although philosophically and politically opposed, the
two approaches are intimately intertwined, probably because the larger battles are over
interpretations of identity, and the self-other dichotomy is central to identity formation
anywhere at any time.

Thus, at a higher conceptual level, these two approaches actually share more than
their adherents seem to realize or care to admit. First, at some level each acknowledges
the existence of a ‘modern’ Ethiopian nation-state, even if they disagree over its
legitimacy. In agreeing on the former, the two approaches overlap at least in terms of
geography, if not also in terms of the salience of certain topics that are especially relevant
to present-day political issues. They differ, not insignificantly, in terms of the extent of
their temporal vision, and in their interpretations of ‘modern’ Ethiopian history, in large
part owing to the emphases they choose to place (or not) on regional examples of
suppression or alleged injustice. The debates, based overwhelmingly on the secondary
and tertiary literatures, have in my opinion come as far as profitably possible until further
research is conducted on the basis of primary sources from throughout the country, or
until radically new (and adequately documented) theoretical perspectives are brought to

the table. Novel sources promise to confirm or discredit various enduring and recent

¥ Bahru Zewde has recently commented while this myth long underlay central Ethiopian hegemony, it is a
story that “no self-respecting historian could take seriously.” Bahru Zewde, “A Century of Ethiopian
Historiography,” Journal of Ethiopian Studies, XXXIII, 2 (2000): 4.
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historical generalizations, and fresh theoretical inquiry may help to open up new ways of
perceiving old issues.

For Greater Ethiopian nationalists, Ethiopia’s history consists of a country that
has long existed, at least conceptually', in proximate form to its present boundaries, even
if in reality the reach of government control has expanded and contracted with the
vagaries of time. This view was visible in early foreign accounts, such as those by A. H.
M. Jones and Elizabeth Monroe, Margery Perham, and David Abner Talbot.” The
neglect of Islam by these accounts was partially redressed by J.S. Trimingham’s Islam in
Ethiopia, an impressive monograph overall, but one that among other biases also suffered
from the dominant viewpoint that sees Ethiopia explicitly as a Christian country and its
Muslim peoples as second-class interlopers.'® This one-sided imaging was reified by
what arguably remains its most extremist articulation: Edward Ullendorff’s highly
partisan The Ethiopians, a book that treated with derision almost anything Ethiopian that
was not Christian or highland in nature or origin.'' Effectively continuing the standard
dismissal of nearly half of Ethiopia’s indigenous population was the biography of
Emperor Yohannes, written by Zewde Gebre-Sellassie, who sought to play down his

royal grandfather’s fanatical policies against Ethiopian Muslims.'?

® A. H. M. Jones and Elizabeth Monroe, A History of Abyssinia, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935; Perham,
The Government of Ethiopia; Talbot, Contemporary Ethiopia.

10 Trimingham, J. S., Islam in Ethiopia, London: Oxford University Press, 1952.

"' Edward Ullendorff, The Ethiopians: an Introduction to Country and People, New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1960.

12 Zewde Gabre-Sellassie, Yohannes IV of Ethiopia: a Political Biography, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975.
For a devastating critique of Zewde's ‘analysis,’ see Hussein, Islam in Nineteenth-Century Wallo, Chapter
Six.
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Recent scholarship, on the other hand, has finally begun to become more attuned
to some of the sensitivities of the region’s historical realities. The most eloquent of the
newer nationalist expositions is Harold Marcus’ History of Ethiopia, which traces the
country’s past from ‘Lucy’ (‘Dengenesh’) to 1991."* Despite similar efforts at broad
synthesis by Richard Pankhurst and Paul Henze,'* Marcus’ more analytical and
smoothly-written text will likely remain the more important for years to come.
Nevertheless, its central hypothesis about Ethiopia’s historical continuity remains
unproven, and the quest to unite the historical myths of Ethiopia’s ruling classes and
present-day nationalists upon empirical ground remains unfulfilled.

Within the same general Greater Ethiopian nationalist mindset, others argue for
Ethiopia’s national integrity, but instead of centuries of unity choose to emphasize
‘modern’ Ethiopian history, or the formation of the nation-state beginning in the late 19"
century. Perhaps the foremost promoter of this view, if ironically so, is Bahru Zewde,
whose articles and books are highly critical of Emperor Hayla Sellassé, yet not of the
central government’s legitimacy.'> Bahru’s work, owing to its emphasis on the period

since 1855, makes a strong nationalist case for Ethiopia being a ‘modern’ creation, even

" Harold G. Marcus, 4 History of Ethiopia, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994.

" Pankhurst, Richard, The Ethiopians: a History, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1998; Paul B. Henze,
Layers of Time: a History of Ethiopia, New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000.

15 Most notably, see his A History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855-1974, London: James Currey, 1991 (translated
into Ambharic as Ydltyop 'ya Tarik, kdil848 eskd 1966, Addis Abiba: Addis Ababa University Press,
1989E.C. [1996/7]); and “Economic Origins of the Absolutist State in Ethiopia (1916-1935),” Journal of
Ethiopian Studies, 17 (1984): 1-29.
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if he has recently tried to extend the country’s national history back much further in
time. '®

The 100-year view of Ethiopian history, though under a conflicting guise, has also
been adopted by various (anti-Greater Ethiopian) counter-discourses, which reject the
idea of Ethiopia as an historical entity, portraying it rather as a recent, (indigenous
African) colonial creation, and thus inherently illegitimate.!” Their premise is that during
the country’s recent development, Ethiopian élites cooperated with foreign imperialists to
subjugate dozens of ethno-linguistic groups who were then pressured to learn Amharic
and adopt Ambhara customs, if not also Orthodox Christianity. In this vein—yet outside
of the Eritreanist literature, which subsequent counter-discourses have generally
mirrored—the first major treatise was Bonnie Holcomb and Sisai Ibsa’s The Invention of
Ethiopia, and the most significant recent follow up was Asafa Jalata’s Oromia and
Ethiopia."® The occasional methodological naiveté of these accounts, such as privileging

a single recent oral interview over reams of archival documents,'? is regrettable, since it

detracts from the merit of broader ideas that no serious Horn thinker should avoid any

' Bahru Zewde, “Y#4Sost Shi ways y4M4to Amit Tarik? (Three Thousand or One Hundred Years of
History?),” Weyeyet, 3" Series, I, 1 (1992): 1-15. In another—particularly useful and insightful—article
Bahru avoids explicitly addressing the issue of Ethiopia’s disputed “age,” but assumes a longer-term view,
“A Century of Ethiopian Historiography.” It is worth pointing out that through his Amharic publications
(including both translations of his English-language scholarship and original Amharic compositions) Bahru
is emerging as one of the few professional historians trying to bridge the scholarly-popular gap in Ethiopia.

7 It is worth pointing out that this type of logic, if accepted at face value, would undermine the legitimacy
of most if not all Sub-Saharan African countries today. For a handy and brief, if occasionally
melodramatic, outline of the various discourses discussed here (and others), see Sorenson, Imagining
Ethiopia.

'* Holcomb, Bonnie K. and Sisai Ibssa, The Invention of Ethiopia: the Making of a Dependent Colonial
State in Northeast Africa, Trenton, NJ: Red Sea Press, 1990; Asafa Jalata, Oromia and Ethiopia: State
Formation and Ethnonational Conflict, 1868-1992, Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1993.

' Holcomb and Sisai, The Invention of Ethiopia, 172.
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longer. Greater Ethiopian nationalist scholars have, predictably, reacted with fury to
these and related re-interpretations, which despite their methodological quality or lack
thereof—in terms of scholarly expectations within the discipline of History—make useful
conceptual contributions and highlight important issues neglected in the past.

Unfortunately, most of the counter-discourse historiography is based primarily on
secondary and tertiary literatures, and as a result its conclusions may be more easily
dismissed by critics than if new data had been presented as supporting evidence, which
would require either further debate on the original sources or the discussion of new
materials for purposes of effective rebuttal.”’ Similarly, the general history authored by
Teshale Tibebu, while refreshingly original and one of the more exciting recent
monographs on Ethiopia, adheres to the dominant nationalist narrative framework, and is
marred by weak documentary support. Thus, its primary influence at the scholarly level
will also probably be mostly that of a source for neglected or new ideas requiring more
careful documentation.

What is needed now is less re-interpretation at the national level and more work in
the provinces, work that will generate data and ideas that can then be used to reinvigorate
or recast the nationalist debates. Such studies, at least for the last century, should keep
the national framework in mind, for it was indeed a political reality. But they should
concentrate on local details, which for most regions are what we know the least about. It
is undeniable that there are a plethora of micro-studies—for example in the Journal of

Ethiopian Studies, Northeast African Studies, the Proceedings of the past 13 International

2 Marcus, Pankhurst and Bahru, each of the Greater Ethiopian nationalist bent (though the latter by far the
most critical among them), base their general histories on prolific and well-established track records of
primary evidence research.
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Conferences of Ethiopian Studies, and the shelves of unpublished B.A., M.A. and Ph.D.
theses at Addis Ababa University, as well as the various Proceedings of the A.A.U.
Department of History Annual Seminars. Yet, this scholarship is diverse in nature and
focus, and little effort has been made to establish any sort of novel synthesis amongst it,

or to follow up on it with disciplined research on inter-related topics.”’

Framework and Intent

In summary, this dissertation attends to the national framework, both because
doing so is proper in a study of governance and because it is hoped that such an approach
will be of relevance to the work of a majority of contemporary Horn scholars, who
operate from a variety of perspectives but tend to focus on certain common issues.
However, the emphasis here on increasing state bureaucratization is based more on
various primary source materials in one region of the country, than it is on a re-narration
of well-covered events at the national level. The approach is intended 1. to avoid direct
confrontation with Ethiopian Studies’ overwhelming factional differences that are rooted
primarily in re-interpretation of secondary and tertiary literatures, 2. to illustrate that
Ethiopian source materials contain rich detail relevant to present debates, and should
therefore be consulted with greater diligence than has generally been the case, and 3. to
suggest that until a much greater emphasis is placed on such sources, and until further
studies are based on them, Ethiopian Studies’ perennial debates will continue to spin in
circles, or as the Amharic proverb puts it, weha biwdqqet 'ut emboc’ (when water is

ground [in a mortar], it just swishes uselessly about).

2'In the epilogue below, I suggest that further systematic research on primary, Ethiopian-language sources
will (or should) be crucial in future efforts to do so. Unfortunately, such research is more common in
unpublished A.A.U. theses than it is in the published literature.

10
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The argument here is that the Ethiopian state, centered in Addis Abdba and under
the primary leadership of Ras Téfdri/Hayld Sellassé, sought to extend and entrench its
control over the country and its diverse peoples, by establishing and standardizing certain
government bureaucratic structures in the provinces. This idea should not be surprising,
since it represents what has been a goal of most ‘modern’ states in the 20" century. In
the case of eastern Ethiopia, the government failed to earn the willing submission of
various subject peoples, and in fact created lasting enmity through its actions, enmity
which was exacerbated by Italian ‘divide and rule’ policies during the 1935/6-1941
occupation. In many ways, broadening our knowledge of this failure—after similar
research on more regions throughout the country is conducted—may well help to
improve our understanding of the roots of both the 1974 revolution and the present-day
government’s controversial political platform, as well as the contemporary, and fierce,
opposition to the latter.

This dissertation is divided into five chapters, a brief conclusion, and an epilogue.
To set the scene for what follows, the opening chapter provides a background history of
late-19™ century emperors and the nature of their interest in the western world, which
under Menilek expanded from the technological/military to include ideas about governing
structures. The next chapter argues that Western concepts of the ‘law’ were central to the
political ideologies of Ras Téfdri/Hayl4 Sellassé and the emerging intelligentsia that
generally supported him in principle. Ideology, however, is one thing, and action is
another. To discern overlaps and disparities between the two, the next three chapters
investigate judicial (1910s-1926), administrative (1933), and internal security (late

1940s) practice. Primary source evidence from each of these spheres reveals that at times

11
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ideology and praxis overlapped, but by the late 1940s the divide between the two had
widened considerably. Charting this transformative split is central to understanding the
development of the 20™ century Ethiopian state and the problems that wracked it. Thus,
this study is intended as one piece in the larger puzzle whose frame has been constructed,

but whose middle is at present but partially visible.

12
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Chapter One
Background: Téwodros, Yohannes and Menilek, 1855-1907

Introduction

This chapter traces 19™ century trends and events relevant to understanding the
context in which the 20™ century Ethiopian state emerged, having subjugated and begun
to rule over a diverse population. Later chapters analyze examples of Ras Téfiri/Hayl4d
Selassé’s early- to mid-twentieth century efforts to fashion Ethiopia into a nation-state.
Focusing on eastern regions of the country, the dissertation overall investigates: 1).
provincial institutions controlled by the central government, and 2). reactions of Haréri
and Somali subjects to the new structures. Masao Miyoshi observes that states “...define
citizenship, control currency, impose law, protect public health, provide general
education, maintain security, and, more important, guide national economies...all with
revenues raised through taxation.”’ Such responsibilities require effective institutions,
such as courts, regional administrations, and internal security forces. During the
approximate period of 1900-1950, the Ethiopian state created or extended each of these
structures throughout parts of Har#rgé and the Ogaden.

Institutions, however, do not appear out of thin air, and background investigation
is necessary in order to appreciate what inspires their creation or affects their
development. This chapter therefore traces 19" century Ethiopian leaders’ changing

interests in the Western world, it argues that during the second half of that century

! Miyoshi, “A Borderless World? From Colonialism to Transnationalism and the Decline of the Nation-
State,” Critical Inquiry, 19 (1995): 92.
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Ethiopian leaders were concerned primarily with obtaining European technology and
military hardware. Over time their interest nevertheless came to encompass new ideas
about government structures, and this chapter thereby prepares the way for the following
one on Ras Tif¥ri/Hayl4 Sellassé’s rise to power. In face of internal and external
challenges, he followed his predecessors in looking to the West, in his case for (at least)
ideological/strategic assistance in capturing national political control and protecting his
country’s political integrity against European imperialism. Influenced by both Ethiopian
and Western political culture and ideas, Hayld Sellassé spoke of creating a ‘modern’
nation-state; moreover, it is clear he envisioned one that would be recognized as such by
European observers. Subsequent chapters explore some of the means by which the
monarch strove to accomplish the transformation of Ethiopia. Ideas about governance
and nationalism are central to much of this narrative, and the concept of ‘law’ provides a
link that enables an evaluation of the changing relationships between political ideology
and praxis.

Emperor Hayld Sellassé perceived governance as a symbol of either ‘modernity’
or ‘backwardness’ and he thus aspired to a certain type of rule over his country. By
viewing nationalism as the fabric that, by holding society together, would facilitate
effective governance, the monarch strove to create a ‘modern’ Ethiopian nationalism
within his realms. Hayld Sellassé’s thought was shaped by both his intimate knowledge
of Ethiopia and its complex, often vicious, internal politics and political system, and also
by what he had learned about Europe and its traditional political systems. Although not
always stated explicitly, a central thread of this dissertation is the movement of
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