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ABSTRACT
BUILDING BRIDGES, DRYING BAD BLOOD: ELITE MARRIAGES, POLITICS
AND ETHNICITY IN 19™ AND 20™ CENTURY IMPERIAL ETHIOPIA
By

Heran Sereke-Brhan

According to most scholarly inquiries in Ethiopian studies, forceful
incorporation and submission were the main mechanisms by which empire was
built and sustained. Power is often associated with an “elite ethnic” group
identified as Amhara whose particular characteristics are detailed in Donald
Levine’s sociological study, Wax and Gold: Tradition and Innovation in Ethiopian
Culture. Like most other primordialist interpretations of ethnicity, this work does
not account for issues of ethnic change, immigration, dissolution and
intermarriage, thus presenting difficulty in historicizing the process of identity
formation. Critical assessment of Levine's study serves as a prelude to
broadening constructs of identity and marriage among the elite is chosen here as
the suitable prism through which to refract issues of ethnicity, state building,
women and power.

This dissertation is a study of the social history of power, the narrative of
which has been created from documenting the lives and activities of central and
regional elite families (men and women) over several generations. The
remarkable continuity of elite family histories points to an important link between

their collective presence and the crafting of empire. From their extensive inter-



marriage emerged a national elite that could claim origins from different parts of
the country. Though difficult to assess, the symbolic and practical implications of
this had arguably little chance to evolve or impact public perception in light of the
1974 Revolution. Despite that, this study establishes the significance of elite
marriages as a more peaceful mechanism used by the statecraft to forge nation,
thus contributing another dimension to existing literature on Ethiopian political

history.
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afa negus

alaqa
balambaras

batten geta

bitwoded

dejazmach

fitawrari

kantiba

leul/ii'itt

li

liqga makwas

makwanent
masafent

naggadras

ras

ras bitwoded

GLOSSARY

‘mouth of the king' the supreme judge of the land under the
king

head of a church, learned priest
‘head of the amba’ a low-level administrative title

A title signifying learming. An exalted version of blatta, given
to government officials of the ministerial level

most favored courtier, imperial counselor, often officiating in
the name of the king

‘commander of the gate,’ a politico-military title below ras
(contracted form dejach)

‘commander of the vanguard,’ a title below dejazmach but of
higher import in the case of Habte Giyorgis Dingade,
Minister of War 1907-1926

mayor

‘prince/princess’ title born by sons and daughters of the royal
family and by the upper nobility

‘child’ honorific title usually reserved for sons and daughters
of the royal family and the children of upper nobility

official serving as the king's double to divert attacks directed
against the king

nobility whose rank is earned by service
hereditary nobility

‘head of merchants,’ chief government official in charge of
collecting customs

‘head’ the highest traditional title next to negus

a rare title, combining the power of ras and the imperial favor
of the bitwoded

Xii



Woyzero, Wzo. ‘lady’ now used for ‘Mrs’

Adopted from: Bahru Zawde. History of Modern Ethiopia 1855-1974. London:
James Currey Ltd., 1991.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation grew from my Master's paper exploring the parameters of
so-called “Amhara” ethnicity and its primacy in Ethiopian history as detailed in
the influential work of Donald Levine's Wax and Gold: Tradition and Innovation in
Ethiopian Culture. Levine's portrayal of “Amhara dominance” has encouraged
and influenced burgeoning alternative, albeit controversial, interpretations on the
socio-economic and political effects of the rapidly expanding nineteenth-century
Ethiopian state. My own interest in this work was not so much to prove or
disprove “Amhara dominance” as to question who becomes labeled Amhara and
how the content of this group changes over time.

My critique was informed by theories that argued for the situational nature
of ethnicity whose inherent fluidity seemed constrained by the primordial nature
and fixed boundaries proposed in Levine's study. This theoretical angle allowed
for the essential historicizing of ethnicity, giving time and place relevant bearing
on an ever-evolving process. My doctoral research resumed where the earlier
critique ended. Marriage among the power elite seemed a suitable prism through
which to refract issues of ethnicity, state building, women, and power, exploring
ﬁow each related to the other and to Ethiopian political history as a whole.
Universality of Theme

Throughout time, dynastic or elite marriages among those in proximity to
power has held universal appeal in its social and political usefulness for the

internal and external affairs of kihngdoms and states. Although seemingly less



important in the contemporary world, such alliances continue to occur in various
settings, attesting further to the persistent relevance of the practice. Though
lacking in express political intent, twentieth century African history provides us
with such recent examples as Nelson Mandela’s marriage to Mozambiquan
Graca Machel. In neighboring Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe's first wife was
Ghanain. In North Africa, Moroccan rulers are said to prefer wives from the
fiercely independent mountainous Berber area — although this is a closely
guarded story since the wives are all but invisible in public life. In East Africa,
Kenya’'s Jomo Kenyatta, upon his return from England, after about a 15 year
absence, married his third wife, the daughter of Senior Chief Koynange, who died
after childbirth. His fourth wife, Mamangina, was a daughter of another influential
senior chief, Muhoho, and both marriages helped gain him and his leadership
legitimacy among the Kikuyu.

In West Africa, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana married Helena Ritz Fathia, a
close relative of President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt in 1958 — no doubt
partly as an expression of solidarity in Pan-African affairs in which both were
prominent actors. They had three children together (Gamal Gorkeh, Sania Yarba
and Sekou Ritz) and, as recently as 1997, there was express interest to maintain
ties and family property in Ghana for one of the sons who resides in Accra.
Ghanaian kente cloth weavers commemorated the occasion of this marriage by
designing patterns like Fathia fata Nkrumah (which means it is befitting to have
Fathia as Nkrumah's wife) and Obaakofo Mmu Man (one person does not rule a

nation).



In European history, British royalty from the 11" through the 20™ centuries
married extensively with their European counterparts. In the Houses of Saxe-
Coburg-Gotha and Windsor, for instance, Fredrick |Il Emperor of Germany
(1831-1888) married Princess Victoria (1840-1901) and they had William I,
Emperor of Germany 1859-1941. Edward VIl (1841-1910) married Alexandra of
Denmark (1844-1922) whose sister Marie was married to Alexander I, Tsar of
All the Russias (1845-94). Their son Nicholas Il also Tsar (1868-1918) was
married to Queen Victoria's granddaughter, Alix of Hesse (1872-1918).Also inter-
married in this group were royalty from France, Prussia, Spain, Germany,
Denmark and England, to name a few.

Elsewhere, in pre-Colombian and colonial Latin America, Marysa Navarro
argues that 16™ century Spanish conquistadores had multiple successive
relationships with indigenous Amerindian women, whom they took as
concubines, sometimes marrying them.! Some were noblewomen, and these
unions created the first generation of mestizos or mestizas. The pro-marriage
policy of the Crown did not carry over well since most conquistadores were in a
position to marry well-situated women from Spain. The eventual multiplication of
mestizo population undermined the Spanish strategy to create two separate
worlds - Indian and Spanish. This was mediated by Amerindian nobility who
were considered landed gentry with economic and social privileges.

These marriages or interchanges were not without political dimensions.

First, in connection to military conquest, it was necessary strategy to gain allies

! Marysa Navarro, “Women in pre-Columbian and Colonial Latin America and the Caribbean,” in Marysa
Navarro, Virginia Sanchez Korrol & Kecia Ali, Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, (Bloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1999).



for soldiers. In the post-conquest period, ties were strengthened, legitimacy
widened, control over indigenous population tightened, and the acceptance of
Spanish rule encouraged. Amerindian male nobility also had the advantage of
retaining their class privileges, gaining new legitimacy, strengthening their
powers of negotiation and successfully transforming themselves into mediators
between the two groups. Amerindian noblewomen used the situation to gain a
foothold in the emerging social structure for themselves and their descendants.
They retained influence while maintaining distance from “commoners” and
engaged in gainful mercantile activities
Ethnicity

The conventional conceptualization of ethnicity is within a continuum with
primordialism on one end, constructivism on the other, and instrumentalism
somewhere between them. Primordialists view ethnicity as inner essence, a
condition ascribed at birth by which consciousness and affiliation is guided by the
intrinsic knowledge of one’s identity. They focus on the emotional charge of
ethnic behavior and the psychological and cultural dimensions in ethnic conflict.
Instrumentalists hold a material focus on ethnicity and examine how ethnicity is
mobilized in political combat or social competition. Constructivists argue that
ethnic identity cannot be assumed and needs to be explained and accounted for
in dynamic terms. In their view, ethnicity is a product of human agency, a creative
social act through which such commonalities as speech code, cultural practice,
ecological adaptation and political organization become woven into a

consciousness of shared identity. Constructivists invite consideration of the



complexity, fluidity and multiple forces that shape ethnicity. This approach has an
inherently historical orientation that holds theory accountable to the context of
time and place and it is what | utilize to examine Levine’s works.

Historians of Africa have began to account for particularities in which
ethnic boundaries or identity markers are negotiated, sometimes even
submerged, for mutual gains or shared interests. Among the examples discussed
further on are the Zulu in South Africa, the Hausa in West Africa, the ljwi in pre-
colonial East Africa and the Anlo-Ewe of Ghana. In the Ethiopian case, issues of
ethnicity continue to be highly political and laden with charged sentiments limiting
dialogues that would frame a scholarly discussion. Nonetheless, an emerging
body of literature explores interactive moments and syncretic identities indicating
the growing interest of scholars and bringing some measure of balance towards
thinking of ethnicity as a dynamic process in constant flux.

‘In light of all this, my own interests converged to shape a study on
marriage relations of the Ethiopian power elite and their changing composition
with initial focus on the twentieth century. It soon became obvious; however, that
limiting the time period to the final era of the Ethiopian monarchy would disregard
the continuity of elite family histories that spanned the last two hundred years.
This continuity pointed to an important link between the presence of these
families and the crafting of empire. Closer examination of the sources further
suggested the significant role of elite women in this process, thus presenting an
opportunity to explore preliminary efforts toward engendering Ethiopian political

history.



Studying the history of the national power elite inevitably meant
researching the families of regional nobility and, where possible, their marriage
patterns before incorporation into the political center. The first challenge lay in
documenting and constructing the lives and activities of elite families over several
generations while maintaining the necessary regional scope. Next, from this
information, the narrative of a social history of power had to be created which
would interface and dialogue with existing historiography to develop a parallel
complimentary account highlighting one significant aspect of political history —
that of marriage alliances. The third challenge was that of striking a balanced
approach between presenting individual family histories, the dense details of
each being an overwhelming task to trace or simplify for the reader, and following
the larger story of an inter-connected power elite that evolved over several eras
from diverse regional, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds.

In Ethiopia, as elsewhere in the world, political marriages were arranged
to neutralize potential threats, legitimize positions and widen networks of power
by forging new alliances. The path to power provided by such marriages
assumed a certain level of assimilation to the political center and a coalescence
of shared values and interests among elite families. Traditional historian Tekle
Tsadik Mekuria describes these types of marriages as a commodity of the
administration. Ascribed to such marriage arrangements are the mutual benefits
of expansion into neighboring territories on the one hand, and gaining access to
power and protection, or creating lineages that will rule at the center on the other.

These marital arrangements also played a key role in roping in deviants, which,



when successful, threaded a line of continuity and ensured that ruling families
_would have some representation in royal courts even when removed from
power.2 Gebre Igziabher Elias describes lyasu’s plan to wed his niece Menen to
Ras Tafari as “wegenin lemabzat, zemedin lemaderajet” — an effort to multiply
relatives and establish networks. Lij lyasu’'s courting of the Adal and his liaison
with the daughter of Naggadras Abbo Seron was credited to his wanting to be
connected through marriage and progeny.®
Contemporary oral informants use concepts such as “dem madrekya
gabicha” or “wenz yemyashagir gabicha” to convey “blood-drying marriage” or
“marriage that allows for crossing of the river.” In the first type, any bad blood
spilled literally or figuratively between adverse families usually engaged in power
struggle, would dry or heal by virtue of a particular marriage arrangement that
would symbolize forgiveness, acceptance, and political alignment. The second
phrase casts elite marriages as bridges that stretch over metaphoric rivers, thus
alluding to the expansive networks created and suggestively relating such
alliances with notions of migration and empire building. The title of this
dissertation, “Building Bridges, Drying Bad Blood: Elite marriages, Politics and
Ethnicity in 19" and 20" century Imperial Ethiopia,” derives from these two
concepts.
As noted here, marriage pattermns of the elite followed the locus of power

from Gondar to Tigre to Wello to Shoa, laterally including Lasta, Gojjam, and

Wellegga. Political marriages occurred within and between regional families

2 Tekle Tsadik Mekuria, Atse Tewodros inna yeltyopia Andinet, (Addis Ababa: Kuraz Publishing Agency,
1981 E.C.), p. 69.
3 Gebre Igziabher Elias, YeTarik Mastawesha (1901-1922), MS IES 2284.



usually in connection to other power negotiations — sometimes as a prelude
indicating good will, other times as a measure of how well relations were
between regional powers, or alternately, as an attempt to right past wrongs and
draw families closer. Seldom were they arranged outside of this larger context.

Perhaps due in part to such built-in pressure, elite marriages were
inherently fragile by design and carried their share of irony and pain. This was
particularly evident in the stark predicament of certain elite women, although
political outcomes for the greater good sometimes involved personal sacrifice in
the case of elite men as well. In spite of this and the unsuccessful liaisons, serial
marriages and frequent divorces that characterized marital relations, the
Ethiopian power elite evolved and maintained remarkable continuity over two
centuries. It is this process that my dissertation attempts to document and
discuss.

The first chapter of this work lays the methodological framework, confers
with relevant historiography, and provides contextualization for the dissertation
subject within the larger discourse. Readings in political science and
anthropology are consulted to highlight theoretical debates around terms such as
“elite” and “ethnicity”. Select works in African history are presented as examples
that illuminate the application of these and related theories. For the Ethiopian
case, Donald Levine's work in sociology is examined for what it informs us of
Amhara “ethnicity” and its critique is used as a point of departure for developing
an alternate view considering elite marriage alliances in connection to issues of

ethnicity. Guided by scholarly literature in African women's history, | then



investigate how and where to situate elite Ethiopian women in the narrative in
order to reconstruct their individual and collective role in family alliances
throughout the period under study. The few scholarly works on marriage and
political history are reviewed as context for this dissertation and the first chapter
ends with a brief discussion of sources used and challenges encountered during
my research.

The second chapter is thematically organized and serves as background
for the following sections by canvassing regional histories and marriage patterns
in various locations and time periods. This primarily supports the fact that the
practice of political marriages predates the period under study and occurred
among neighboring elite families and kingdoms throughout the country. Mostly
secondary but some primary sources are used to underscore themes of
migration and marriage alliances in the histories of Walaita, Enarea and Kafa in
the south, Shoa, Gondar, Wag and Lasta in the north.

The third chapter more directly follows elite marriage patterns in
connection to struggles for power at the center. This is well demonstrated by the
marriages that occurred around Wagshum Gobaze (later Emperor Takla
Giyorgis), Kassa Mercha (later Emperor Yohannes V), Menilek (then king of
Shoa) and Ras Adal Tessema (later Nigus Takla Haimanot). Lasta, Tigre, Shoa
and Gojjam were linked in these alliances that took place from the 1860s to the
end of the 19™ century. Marriage relations and political history are considered for
Shoa and Tigre, followed by a closer look at how similar themes unfolded in the

western province of Wellegga around the same period. Again based on a



combination of primary and secondary sources, elite families of Gojjam and Shoa
are examined in detail as are select women who wielded direct and indirect
power through marriage arrangements. Emperor Menilek’s consort Bafena, his
wife Empress Taitu, Wzo. Kefei Wele and others are discussed in this context in
" an effort to suggest various roles for elite women in past politics.
| The chronological order of chapter four follows similar themes of power
struggle, family alliances and women in elite families under lyasu, Zawditu and
Tafari. As in the preceding era, marriages were obvious in their political intent
and their arrangement was elevated to art form in the capable hands of Empress
Taitu who used this mechanism to ensure her position at the helm of the ailing
Menilek’'s empire. The short reign of lyasu (1911-1916) is especially significant
both for his efforts in casting wider nets of marital relations and in indicating a
certain coming of age of the power elite who showed protective signs of shared
purpose in their support of the young heir. The political playing field shifted to
Wello, and the family of Nigus Mikael and his descendants briefly assumed
central role. This chapter follows the rise of Ras Tafari to power along with a
focused look at elite women of the times — namely, Menen Asfaw, Sehin Mikael,
Tsehaiworq Darge and Zawditu. Their various placement and responses to
politics and family relations is reconstructed from the meager sources available.
The fifth and final chapter covers Haile Sellassie’s era and issues of family
and power with the backdrop of a modernizing state. The core elite families from
Menilek’s time largely reproduced in the subsequent generation while

adjustments were made in marriage patterns to absorb the newly created

10



educated elite and increasingly important “outsiders” to the center. Descriptions
of wedding ceremonies are used where available to enrich the discussion and
trace the shifts and changes in customs and content. Marriage alliances before
and after the Italian invasion are considered in light of rapid power consolidation
and the launching of a modernized state based on education and the new
meritocracy. In the final years of Emperor Haile Sellassie’s reign, the power elite,
which had throughout maintained its feature of continuity, seemed to have
reached the final stages of its formation. In its regional, linguistic and cultural
composition, it was as varied as the dictates of power would allow and
represented, within certain limitations, unmistakable national diversity at the
center.

This dissertation concludes with certain observations comparing elite
family marriage histories of 19™ and 20™ century, more specifically, Haile
Sellassie’s reign (especially the post-Liberation years after 1940) to that of the
preceding (Menilek, lyasu, Zawditu) era. The nature of changing marriage
patterns and meaning is thus broadly outlined. Despite the difficulty of precisely
evaluating the impact that such an inter-related national elite had on the political
and social landscape, this work argues the case for studying marriage as an
important mechanism of Ethiopian statecraft. This investigation would have
succeeded in its task if new lines of inquiry could develop to more thoroughly
explore the intricate relationships between ethnic identity, state formation,
marriage alliances and the hitherto largely uncharted territory of elite women to

enrich our understanding of Ethiopian, and by extension, African political history.
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CHAPTERI
METHODOLOGY, HISTORIOGRAPHY & CONTEXTUALIZATION

This dissertation is an attempt to document the social history of power in
nineteenth and twentieth century imperial Ethiopia through a consideration of
family histories and marriage alliances of those in proximity to power — the elite.
Power in Ethiopian studies is often associated with an “elite ethnic” group
identified as Amhara. In much of the discourse, the assumed meaning attached
to the terms “elite” and “ethnic” obscures the lack of generally recdgnized criteria
endorsed in theories of political science and anthropology. | will briefly present
readings in these disciplines, highlighting conceptual challenges attached to
these terms before reviewing select illustrations of their applicability in African
contexts.

I will then discuss Donald Levine's two authoritative sociological studies as
an example of how “ethnicity” in general, and Amhara identity in particular, has
been approached in Ethiopian studies. In line with critiques of ‘primordialist’
accounts which point to ethnic change, dissolution, immigration and
intermarriage in an effort to historicize the process of identity formation*, my
discussion of Levine's works serves here as a prelude to the possibilities of
broadening constructs to include the complexities of layered identities created, in
this case by marriage alliances, from which a diverse national elite, hitherto

subsumed under the label “Amhara”, emerged. Although an important subject of

* John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith, eds., Oxford Readers: Ethnicity, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), p. 32.
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study in and of itself, Amhara ethnic identity and the characteristics attributed to it
are not the focus of this dissertation. Instead, the question of who gets labeled
“Amhara” and how that changes over time is indirectly addressed by the history
of elite marriage alliances.

The intersection of political power, marriage alliances and nation building
suggests a role for women. Due primarily to the nature of documentary sources
that focus on public persona of “big men” of leadership and the institutional
activities of the state, gendered considerations that account for women as part of
the nation-building process in Africa are relatively few. With limited exceptions,
mention of women in Ethiopian political history is minimal both because of a
similar emphasis in the historiography and the daunting task of reconstructing
women’s lives from a lacunae of sources. In light of this, | will identify relevant
scholarly literature in African women's history within which my interest in women
of the Ethiopian power elite may be situated. | will also attempt a gendered
reading of Ethiopian sources old and nev») to explore the suggested role played
by these women.

This chapter contains two interwoven parts of methodology and
historiography with a third section on contextualization. For methodology, | will
discuss selective theories of elite studies, marriage and nation building, and
ethnicity, followed by brief overviews of their particular application in examples
from African history. To the extent possible, each of these themes will then be
explored in contemporary Ethiopian historiography in an effort to assemble

existing insights from secondary literature and develop questions with which to
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approach the sources of my inquiry. In the third section of this chapter, | will
position this research in its larger context and briefly discuss the sources used to
support my research. The broader concemns of this dissertation are in exploring
the triangular relationship between the formation of the Ethiopian state, the social
form of marriage and transformations of ethnic identity, thereby forging a new
direction for scholarly interest and laying the groundwork for future research on
marriage and politics - a commonly acknowledged, albeit largely under-studied
phenomena in Ethiopian history.
ELITE: TERM & THEORY

The term “elite” has no precise definition because there are few agreed
upon measures with which to identify actual holders of real power.® In the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the work of two sociologists, Vilfredo
Pareto (1848-1923) and Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941) established the study of
elites as part of political science to offer a way of understanding modemn political
structure, and in particular, the relationship between leaders and masses. In the
view of classical elite theorists, the key to historical change lay not in
technological and economic trends but in the metamorphoses of the political
elite, making them an essential subject of study.®

The core of classical elite doctrine is that there may exist in any society a

minority of the population which makes the major decisions. Because of their

% Eric U. Gutierrez, All in the Family: A Study of Elites and Power relations in the Philippines, (Quezon
City: Institute for Popular Democracy, 1992), p.8.

¢ The elite may also play a critical role in transitions from traditional politics to a modern political system,
as illustrated in twentieth century Spain. See Sholomo Ben-Ami, “The Crisis of the Dynastic Elite in the
Transition from Monarchy to Republic, 1929-1931,” in Thomas N. Bisson, ed., Cultures of Power:
Lordship, Status and Process in Twelfth Century Europe, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1995), p. 71.
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power, their organization, their political skill or their personal qualities, members
of this group termed the elite are potentially capable of exploiting their positions
so as to preserve their domination. An important implication of this is that the
elite constitute a coherent, united and self-conscious group — essential
characteristics. Group consciousness, coherence and conspiracy or a “common
will to action” appear in nearly all the definitions though establishing the degree
to which these elements are present is difficult to evaluate.”

Classical elite theorists stress the sense of mutual respect, trust and
solidarity that constitute “consciousness” as an essential dimension of elite
integration. The mark of a unified elite is not the absence of disagreement but
the presence of sufficient mutual trust, so that its members will, when necessary,
forego short-run personal or partisan advantage in order to ensure stable rule.®
According to the theorists, the numerical size of an elite also affects its level of
integration with smaller groups showing greater solidarity and consensus than
larger ones.? The cohesiveness of the elite is seen as one of its chief strengths.
Among the ways that cohesiveness is created is through common social and
educational backgrounds and recruitment patterns that in combination strengthen

bonds of communication, friendship and influence. C. Wright Mills contends that

? James H. Miesel is credited as the originator of the three C’s, consciousness, coherence and conspiracy, in
elitist doctrine. See James H. Miesel, The Myth of the Ruling Class: Gaetano Mosca and the Elite, (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1958). Establishing the degree to which a given elite is cohesive,
conscious and ‘conspirational’ is difficult for the researcher because major elite theories are often weak on
these points. The tendency is to assert rather than prove that the dominant group in society was bound
together by ties of common interest, shared values or similar upbringing.

$ Robert Putnam, The Comparative Study of Political Elites, (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1976), pp.
121-122.

® Robert Putnam argues that if size is related to integration, several conclusions follow. First, that the elites
of smaller countries should be more integrat