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ABSTRACT
KNOWLEDGE, POWER, AND A REGION: THE MAKING OF ETHIOPIA’S
SOUTH-CENTRAL RIFT VALLEY AGRICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT AND
SOCIETY, 1892-1975
By

Getnet Bekele

This dissertation examines the environmental, economic and agricultural history of
Ethiopia’s south-central Rift Valley. This area exhibited a strong livestock-based
agriculture up until the third decade of the twentieth century. Beginning around 1930, the
region’s agricultural environment underwent dramatic change. Marking this
transformation was the rapid “cerealization” of most of the south-central Rift Valley
region and the proportionate decline of livestock production for the remainder of the
twentieth century. This study explores the course, causes, and patterns of the valley’s
agricultural evolution through a study of the forces and social actors that shaped it over
time.

In this study I demonstrate that the valley’s agricultural transformation since the last
decade of the nineteenth century is intimately associated with competition and
negotiation over agricultural resources and output. Because of its proximity to the
geographic locus of the modern state and its attractive agricultural resources, the valley
was among the regions that came under relatively enhanced state control early on. The
first three chapters of the dissertation analyze the region’s prewar agricultural
transformation in the context of local forms of production organization, evolving terms of

access to resource control, and infrastructure development.



The changes in Ethiopia’s postwar national political economy affected the Rift
Valley’s agrarian character in profound w;ays. The imperial state’s relative success over
its regional power contenders fostered a relaxation of prewar policies on rural land and
labor. A concomitant process in the post WWII period was the appropriation by the state
of the ideology and practice of development as a tool for building a modern state. State
relaxation of stringent prewar policies on agricultural resource allocation fit well with the
changing desires of Ethiopia’s emerging bureaucratic elites that vied first for controlling
rural land for rent, and then for commercial production. At the same time, state
appropriation of development also led to the launching of a series of intervention regimes
aimed at transforming farm production and rural society. The valley was one of the
regions where the new round of competition over agricultural resources and the country’s
Green Revolution-inspired interventions materialized with relative intensity. The second
half of the dissertation explores both processes to explain the actual procedure of crop-
livestock change in valley agriculture to 1975.

In light of the radical land reform the Derg promulgated in March 1975, the last
section of the dissertation reflects on valley farmers’ experience in the post-imperial era.
It highlights new tension and competition over access to resources and the impact the
subjectivity of property entitlements had on aspects of land use, farm production, and
environmental resource management in the eras of command economy and market

liberalization.
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TRANSLITERATION

Transliterating Ethiopian languages presents several challenges. For names I used the
English version whenever I found one used by the person concerned even if that deviated
from the standard I have adapted here. Also for terms such as birr (the Ethiopian unit of
money), and place names such as Debre Zeit or Holeta, I stick with the conventional ones
to minimize any probable confusion. In rare cases where there is more than one
established version of the terms—as in the case of rest or rist tenure, for example—I
used the latter to distinguish it from the English “rest” which has a different
pronunciation and meaning. In the transcription of consonants, I used gn and ch to
represent the palatalized n and c respectively, g to represent the ejective &, and double
consonants to indicate gemination. In all other cases I used the Library of Congress’
romanization table without the diacritics. Hence, I have rendered vowels of the 1* to 7™
order in the Ethiopic script as a, u, i, a, €, e, o respectively. The “¢” of the 6™ order is
dropped when silent so as to allow the reader a better chance to pronounce the name or

word relatively accurately.
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INTRODUCTION

Ethiopia’s south-central Rift Valley—the narrowest section of the Great Rift Valley just
south of Addis Ababa, between the towns of Debre Zeit in the north, Awasa in the south,
Nazareth in the east, and Buta Jira in the west—is home to several “surplus” food-
producing communities. The region’s early-21* century agriculture may be described as
one of Ethiopia’s most commercialized smallholder agriculture, and individual farmers’
use of chemical fertilizers is among the highest in the country.

Almost a century ago, the British explorer M.S. Wellby witnessed an array of Oromo
and other herding communities inhabiting the land. The fertility of the region and the
availability of water impressed Wellby, but he found it incongruent that the communities
he encountered there did not cultivate the soil. The herders he talked to told him that
“their fathers and grandfathers never had [cultivated the soil].”' He remarked that: “This
may have been reasonable where intertribal warfare was the order of the day, but under
Menelik’s rule peace reigns and taxes are paid there seems no excuse for their laziness
and apathy.”™

Exactly three decades later in 1927, a team of German anthropologists led by Max
Gruhl visited the valley. They observed: “a wide plain populated by herds of cattle
belonging to the Galla [Oromo].” But unlike Wellby who envisioned the valley’s
potential for cereal agriculture, Gruhl believed that: “Agriculture is impossible to any
important extent in the sterile lands of the Great Rift. A pastoral life is the only feasible
A

one here...’

After a generation, the then Director of the United Nations Food and Agricultural



Organization (FAO) toured the valley along Ethiopia’s southern highway. He saw a
flourishing maize agriculture and equated the region south of the Awash with the “comn
belt triangle of the U.S. and the rich corners of Queensland in Australia.”® In 1968 a
Stanford Research Institute investigative team described Ada-Lume in the northern parts
of the valley as one of Fthiopia’s intensively cultivated landscapes.® Further south in the
Rift Valley lakes area, a host of specialists working for the British Ministry of Overseas
Development in 1973-75 observed a vibrant small-scale agriculture and a fledgling large-
scale commercial farming that competed against each other over environmental resources
such as pasture.’

The testimonies and conclusions of the observers mentioned above provide a glimpse
of the patterns and discourses of agricultural and ecological change that took shape in the
valley throughout the twentieth century. By the turn of the 19™ century, the bulk of the
valley was a pastoral landscape endowed with pasture and reportedly high livestock
population. In a span of less than half a century, however, valley populations abandoned
cattle herding almost completely.® The grassland ecology that once characterized the
valley also emerged as a site for the cultivation of food crops and vegetables geared to
urban markets. Inhabiting the western part of the valley, Mareqo and Silti farmers
became the chief producers and suppliers of chili pepper. Oromo farmers in Arsi Negelle
and Shashamane warada in the south specialized in maize, vegetables, and tubers (like
potato) production, now conspicuously dominant in Addis Ababa’s food markets both in
quantity and quality. In the north, Ada and Lume smallholder farms evolved as one of the
best sites for cereal (such as tef) and pulse (like chickpea) production in the country.9

This dissertation is about the history of agricultural transformation in Ethiopia’s south-



central Rift Valley during the century of state rule. It seeks to analyze the course,
patterns, and causes of agricultural change in a region in the context of a transforming
national political economy. More precisely, it is a study of the historical interactions
among large-scale political and economic forces and small-scale societies.'®

An important development in the valley’s modern history is its incorporation into the
Ethiopian state in the late-19" century. Negotiating peaceful incorporation, elite groups in
the valley successfully avoided the kind of military conquest most of their highland
neighbors encountered.!! The kind of relationship that evolved between the state and the
valley’s different communities since then comprise a broad and complex subject. It was,
however, competitions over agricultural resources and output that characterized state-
rural society relationship most throughout the 20™ century.

The state’s interest in valley societies for most of the pre-Italian occupation period
(1936-41) was part of a larger project aimed at controlling people and re-arranging power
relations toward building a national state power. In fact, an enduring theme in modern
Ethiopian history (at least since the 1880s) had been the state’s focus to refashion power
relations between the center and the regions. Such refashioning depended up on the
nurturing of networks and alliances with a range of actors across the political spectrum. It
also depended up on mediating access to resources as a means to solidify those networks
and, where possible, regulating them to suit state prerogatives. Theoretically this seemed
a viable alternative for a state that was not bureaucratic. But in practice the actual
configuration of power relations and resource control hardly followed the paths stipulated
by the state. On the one hand, and as a reflection of the power politics itself, the

propagation of dependent food producing and tribute paying smallholder farming



populations became the focus of imperial policies on land, labor, and agriculture
throughout the prewar period. On the other hand, the allocation and transfer of authority
over land, labor, and tribute became an important avenue of political competition and
control, one that pitted the state and its own elite classes against each other. The state
responded by introducing a set of contradictory legislative measures regarding access to
those resources. That legislation not only amplified elite-state competition but also
affected agrarian change as different groups of social actors seized those legislative
measures to promote their own interests in regard to resource control and tribute
appropriation.

These two interrelated processes, i.e., elite quest for labor and land and the state’s
interest in propagating a dependent farming population, dictated inter-elite as well as
state-rural society relationships throughout the pre-Italian occupation period. Both had an
enduring impact on agrarian transformation as they laid the foundation for, among other
processes, the crystallization of a crop-biased ideology and practice that related property
rights to the degree to which the land had been cultivated. For valley farmers, expanding
crop cultivation therefore proved to be a viable alternative not just to cope with the new
tribute regimes but also to reaffirm individual ownership of the land that could otherwise
be simply defined as undeveloped (faf) and subject to expropriation. 12

The national political context in which valley agrarian transformation took shape
changed dramatically in the post-WWII period. Marking this transformation was the
state’s relative success over its regional power contenders. A direct result of this change
had been the redefinition of the terms of access to agricultural resources that was crucial

in mediating state-elite-rural society relationship in the prewar period. Given its relative



success over the local/regional elite, the state relaxed its prewar stringent measures over
land, consciously or unconsciously paving the way for a new round of competitions and
negotiations over property rights, labor, and product appropriation.

Valley agricultural transformation took shape in the context of those changing rules
over access to resources and what a host of social actors (such as bureaucrats and
farmers) made of them. In social and political terms, one discernable outcome has been
the crystallization of absentee landowners, share-tenants, and smallholder farmers that
competed and negotiated the terms of access to land, labor, and output. In purely
agronomic terms, marking this postwar agricultural transformation was the entrenchment
of specialized agriculture, with distinct patterns in terms of crop choice, land-use, and
livestock production. From the perspective of output, farmers developed a strategy
whereby they factored in urban food demand, soil fertility, and moisture availability as
they gravitated to the production seasonal and marketable crops. In terms of land-use and
field technology, expanding crop-agriculture led to a decline in fallow and intercropping
matched by a proportionate decline in other resources such as woodland, pasture, and
livestock."

Two interrelated developments fed valley agricultural transformation in the postwar
period. The first relates to the rapid and historically unprecedented expansion of the food
market in the country. The spur to this fastly growing food market were a new demand in
the Middle East (resulting from new war time and postwar Allied food demand) and a
growing domestic urban food market.'* If Ethiopia’s involvement in the international
food market was a qualitatively new development in and of itself; its long-term impact on

the country’s agriculture was janus-faced and more consequential. On the one hand, it led



not only to the unwarranted association of Ethiopia’s agriculture with the flattering label
of the “bread basket” of the Middle East, but also it fashioned the procedure of postwar
international aid and development intervention in the country.'® On the other hand, it also
created a new kind of interest among Ethiopia’s political elite, bureaucrats, and farmers
alike on crop-based agriculture in a new and more rigorous manner. The export market
waned by the mid-1950s. However, the expanding domestic urban food market
(intermittently coupled with sporadic booms in the export market such as was the case for
haricot beans in the early 1970s), helped sustain that interest throughout the postwar
period.'® The kind of relatively intense competitions over land, labor, and output that
characterized valley agrarian relations in the postwar decades found their economic
inertia from the food market itself.

The second factor that provided fresh context in the valley’s postwar agricultural
transformation relates to changing state-led agricultural development initiatives. In fact,
one of the chief characteristics of Ethiopia’s postwar governments is their seizure of
development as ideology and practice for rural transformation and the building of the
modern state. Haile Sellasie’s postwar government endorsed rural development right
from the outset, and economic growth, community development, and agricultural
development became its raison d’etre. It sought and found allies in international
organizations (such as the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), the
United States International Aid for Development (USAID), the Swedish International
Development Agency (SIDA), and the World Bank) and capital. The valley was one of
the few places where Ethiopia’s mainly fertilizer-based intervention-regimes have been

practiced insistently with results not always congruent with what the planners had in



mind."

Because of its direct link with the political economy of food extraction (both through
market and non-market channels) and as a site for the relative longevity of agricultural
intervention regimes, the valley provides an excellent focus for the historical interactions
between local farmers and large-scale political and economic forces. That is the central

focus of this dissertation.

Agency, ecology, and modern encounters
The deepening crisis in African agriculture and ecology, manifesting itself in widespread
famine, poverty, and environmental degradation several decades after decolonization,
African rule, and development intervention led in the 1980s and 1990s to fresh thinking
into the problems of rural development. As David Anderson succinctly summarized it, an
interesting development in the “new thinking in African development is the emphasis
many gave to historical evidence to Africa’s environmental and development problems,
leading to the acceptance of the historical dimension as a legitimate (and increasingly
essential) component in research and planning.”'® Informing the social science
development literature, and in turn, informed by it, historians also joined the debate
rigorously broadening the scope of African history and “opening up new sub-fields of
investigation into areas such as environmental history.”"?

Underlying the on-going debate in the historical literature dealing with agriculture and
rural development is the emphasis given to African agency. Unlike previous studies that

gave much weight to structural forces—such as the colonial or non-colonial state and the

international economic order (hence lumping together and portraying Africans as victims



of colonialism and state-rule}—emerged alternative explanations that emphasized African
agency, “demonstrating the multiple means by which rural Africans had delayed,
deflected and avoided the intention of the colonial state...”*° In fact, emphasis on African
responses, deeds, engagement, and negotiation with colonial and postcolonial states and
other forms of structures has led to a veritable revolution in Africanist historiography
beyond the structure-agency divide.?!

Historians along with others in the humanities and social sciences who have adapted a
historical perspective offered in in-depth analyses and explanations of Africa’s ecological
change and agricultural transformation. Often they explained change and transformation
by identifying variables and processes such as access to resource control, ecology, and
indigenous knowledge.

Those interested in the relevant question of the dynamic interface between property
rights and agriculture were among the first to shift the emphasis from the class
(economic) and structure-centered analysis that dominated Africanist historiography for
several decades to increased understanding of “how social arrangements condition
resource use and management...[and] and how people’s roles and responsibilities-for
example in providing food...-shape their concerns with...crops or products.”? Their
findings elucidate how resource positions and responsibilities are the subject of
continuous competition, contestation and negotiation, and attest to the fact that patterns of
land use, labor, and product in African history were conditioned by broader social and
institutional arrangements than were simply dictated by colonial legislation.?

Others looked at the neglected subject of ecology to explaining African agricultural

transformation, but differed significantly in their conceptualization of agency, the



environment, and politics. Political ecologists blended a broadly defined political
economy with ecological concerns to explain the constantly shifting dialectic between
society and land based resources, and also within classes and groups within society
itself.?*

James McCann, in seeking to understand the mutual constitution of agriculture and the
physical environment, focused on agronomy, crop regimes, disease, and climate. He
shows how demography influenced land use and shaped agricultural change in Ethiopia’s
highlands in the 19™ and 20" centuries.?* James Giblin and Gregory Maddox have argued
further that social and political structures impinge on the way farmers produced, and
managed their ecology or controlled disease, flora, and pests in Tanzania. Works in this
genre focus on ecological adaptation and see the initiatives undertaken by rural
communities as responses to environmental change.?®

The 1980s and 1990s literature on indigenous knowledge (most directly associated
with the writings of Paul Richards and Robert Chambers) also got its impetus from the
various critics of postwar developmentalism. It focused on issues of participation,
bottom-up and actor-centered development.?’ For example, James Fairhead and Melissa
Leach, in their historically grounded study of Kissinganou’s (Guinea) forest savannah
landscape, showed how local people’s own theories concerning social and ecological
issues combined with broader socio-political conditions to influence people’s
engagement with the environment. Their “pluralistic ecology” is therefore antithetical to
understandings of the past as a state of equilibrium between nature and a functional social
8

order, and makes the case for the operation of a dynamic indigenous science.’

Building on the insights from African agency and indigenous knowledge, and more



importantly looking at the interaction between African agency and colonial ideas, David
Anderson (in his dissertation and recently published book) explained colonial Baringo’s
(Kenya) development history carefully.?? Such emphasis on interaction and the need to
understand “what constrained colonial policy and what motivated African response” led
Anderson to thmk of an evolving “politics of ecology” as a mediating factor in the
relations between the “developers and the developed” in Baringo.’® Locating the politics
of ecology at two levels—one imperial and the other local—Anderson shows how “the
ideologies behind [imperial] development translate into the politics of local action [in
Baringo}, and argues that: “Like all politics, the politics of ecology in Africa was
mutable, divisible and biddable.™'

Anderson’s Baringo case is an excellent illustration of development encounters in
modern African history. Underlying the new thinking in the development encounter,
therefore, is the need to look beyond indigenous knowledge and grand imperial ideas into
development practice. Hence, it is imperative to look at the interaction between different
forms of knowledge in contrast to “indigenous” versus “other” dichotomies as premised
in most studies on ethnoscience.>? This is important because valley farmers (like many of
their African contemporaries) encountered changing regimes of modemnity and
development throughout the 20™ century. Earlier in the late-19™ and early-20™ centuries,
such encounters and competitions manifested themselves most in issues of land use, of
resource allocation, and of the control of labor and output. While those issues continued
to be relevant throughout the 20" century, in the postwar period the expansion of a food
market and development regimes added new dimensions to those encounters and

divergent visions of modernity in the Ethiopian case.
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Development interventions became commonplace in many farming communities in
postwar Africa. But how can we study their impact beyond the broader categories of
“development crisis” or “development discourse”? Addressing those questions and in
seeking to understand what actually happened on the ground, scholars have called for “a
closer examination of the dynamics of interaction that occurred on the sites of
development activities.”*> The focus then is not on “development merely as an external
project that is accepted, adopted or resisted in a local setting, but on a more dynamic view
of interaction, in which the development apparatus is examined at the same time that the
complex social, [political,] and economic contexts into which it intervenes are
explored.”*

Talking about contexts and practices, one might be tempted to introduce the notion of
“alternative modernities,” i.e., that modernity may have been “instituted as a global
phenomena through colonial capitalism, but it was in the process resisted, re-invented,
and reconfigured in different social and historical locations.”* Key to the notion of
alternative modernities, however, is not the truism that modernity takes different forms,
given the specifities of particular historical situations, but rather the question about what
makes the experience of modernity unique, and how “conjectural relations of inequality”
shaped that experience “to form particular fields of power.”*¢ Discourses of progress,
modernity, and development, along with the politics of food self-sufficiency played a
central role in shaping the evolution of national policies in Ethiopia throughout the
twentieth century.

I use the term “culturing modernity” to emphasize the degree to which Ethiopia’s elite

politicians appropriated modernity to building a modern state. However, my primary
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concern is to detect how the elite’s grand modernizing schemes have been accepted, re-
invented, and resisted (consciously or unconsciously) by social actors and how
interactions between large-scale political and economic forces and local farming
communities impacted agrarian transformation in Ethiopia’s south-central Rift Valley.
But before starting to do that I must delineate the study area in space and time, explain
the origin and nature of may sources, and review the existing literature. That is the focus

of the remainder of my introductory chapter.

Mapping south-central Rift Valley in space and time

South-central Rift Valley refers to a small section of the Great Rift Valley that divides
Ethiopia physically into two unequal parts. The Ethiopian rift Valley is over 560 km long
but the portion covered in this study is less than a third of it, extending from Debre Zeit
(about 50 km south of Addis Ababa) in the north to Awasa (275 km from Addis Ababa)
in the south, from Buta Jira in the west to Nazareth in the east, respectively 125 and 100
kilometers from Addis Ababa. It is a portion of the Rift Valley that is easily
distinguishable on the map by its narrow strip that forms a corridor as it dissects the
southern highlands into two.*’

On the ground too, several features distinguished this segment of the Rift Valley.
Modern agricultural economists may describe it as a site for one of Ethiopia’s relatively
successful small-scale agriculture. To the urban geographer, however, it is the prevalence
of numerous medium and small-scale towns that may be more attractive. Some of the
country’s most popular medium sized towns like Debre Zeit, Nazareth, Shashamane and

Awasa, and smaller ones like Buta Jira, Mojo, Zway, and Arsi Negelle are found in this

12



zon€. 0ot 1o mentic
exhibits the highes
county.” To polic
of the region that w
lakes, birds, and gar
most attractive in m
crossing the middle
Seen from the per
more appealing. In fa
Successive interventic
have been implement
with the country”s yrh,
special food extraction
lilian Occupation perj
Wderwen dramatic trg,
besed foog market an j
Prtcipated i Numerqys
Ma0rimpacig of all thes

Wicultyre against the




zone, not to mention Maqi, Adami Tullu, Bulbula, and Kuyara. Arguably the region now
exhibits the highest concentration of urban centers per unit area than any other part of the
country.>® To policy makers and politicians it was the “surplus” food producing potential
of the region that was historically most important. To part-time and serious tourists the
lakes, birds, and game and the few resort hotels (mainly at Lake Langano) have been
most attractive in much the same way that roadside sacks of charcoal were to urbanites
crossing the middle section of the valley over the decades.>®

Seen from the perspective of this study, the south-central Rift Valley region is even
more appealing. In fact, the region became one of the few places where the country’s
successive intervention regimes, ranging from economies of extraction to developmental,
have been implemented throughout the 20" century. The valley’s intimate engagement
with the country’s urban-based food regimes started with its inclusion into the rubric of a
special food extraction system called madbet and waraganu that functional until the
Italian occupation period. However, it was in the post-WWII era that valley agriculture
underwent dramatic transformation engendered mainly by an expansion of an urban-
based food market and intervention regimes. Ever since the region’s farmers endured and
participated in numerous successive food production and supply regimes. One of the
major impacts of all these developments was the rapid expansion of crop-based
agriculture against the backdrop of a livestock-based economy that characterized valley
landscape up to the early 1930s.

The political map of the valley has never been stable. In the prewar period, the region
south of the Awash was an autonomous administrative unit (balabbat territory as distinct

from Haile Sellasie’s provinces or teklay gezat, for example) whose boundaries extended
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beyond the valley and as far as Kambata to the west, parts of Arsi to the east, Lake
Awasa to the south, and the river Awash to the north. During the short-lived Italian
occupation period (1936-41), the valley became part of the larger Galla and Sidama
governorate general. For almost two decades following Italian occupation the region,
now named as Kambata awraja, became part of Arsi province before it joined Shawa as
Hayqochena Buta Jira awraja in 1962/63.*° The portion north of the Awash which later
became Yararena Karayu awragja with its capital at Nazareth has been part of Shawa
since at least the late-19"™ century.*!

Contrary to the administrative divisions drawn by the state, scholars have studied the
physical, ecological, and agricultural characteristics of the valley in isolation from and in
contrast with the broader Ethiopian region.*? Of these perhaps the most pervasive have
been so-called agro-ecological zones of the country. A.H. Bunting (1963) may be the first
to offer such a classification. Bunting divided Ethiopia into eleven agro-ecological zones
based primarily on altitude and agricultural systems. Our region, with an altitude range of
1200 and 1900 meters above sea level, comprised a distinct category called Southern Rift
Valley and Lakes region, a label reinforced by E. Westphal and used by most studies of
Ethiopian agriculture since.*’

Building on the notions of agro-ecology, development experts further showed the
environmental peculiarities of the valley such as in terms of soil, water availability, and
development potentials. A 1975 development-oriented study by a British land survey
team divided the valley south of the Awash into two “regional” and several “special”

development areas based largely on climate. The regions included what the team termed

as the Northern Plains and the Central Plains. In the first region, the survey team included
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the area between the River Awash and Lake Langano with altitude ranging from 1570 m
(typical of the valley) to about 2100 m (in the west and outside the confines of this
study). Here the team found a decrease in annual rainfall north to south, the Zway area
getting only 570 mm of rain per annum. As for the soil, the specialists found them to be
pale in color, generally coarse in texture and free draining but poorly structured. The
team also found an increase in clay content as one moves away from the lakes. According
to its descriptions most valley soils have weak topsoil structure, a factor together with the
soils’ fine sandy texture, the specialists argued, made the soils vulnerable to wind erosion
or to surface capping once the protective cover of acacia trees has been removed. Overall,
the survey team noted the soils in the northern plains had low amounts of organic matter,
had only moderate capacity for retaining nutrients, low levels of nitrogen and copper, and
deficient in phosphate, but with adequate potassium content.*

The central plains, as described by this group of specialists, also included a much
larger area than we are concerned with here. Lying between an altitude of 1600 m (again
common in the valley) and 2100 m (outside of the valley) annual rainfall in the central
plains decreases from west to east, from over 1200 mm at Wando Ganat to 1000 mm at
Alaba Qulito. According to the same study, the soils of the northern part of the central
plains (covering the area between Lakes Awasa and Langano) is derived from volcanic
ash, pumice and weathered ignimbrite, generally characterized by medium to coarse
texture with dark surface horizons. The fertility (in terms of organic matter) of this recent
volcanic soil is fairly high, with relatively high phosphate levels as compared to the soils
in the rest of the valley.*’

I preferred an agro-ecological to a political description of the region for the purpose of
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this study for two reasons. First, as I have shown above, the administrative divisions not
only changed constantly over time but also always covered much larger areas than I am
concerned with here. In fact, Hayqochena Buta Jira awraja, which covers almost three-
fourths of the region included in this study, has been invented only in the early-1960s and
does not represent well the time-space dimension the study anticipates. Second, unlike
the administrative divisions that had been dictated by political considerations and are
subject to change as the interests and priorities of the ruling parties changed, agro-
ecologies refer to productive and environmental processes that are central to this study.*
Like the spatial boundary, the temporal framework adapted for the purpose of this
study—extending from 1892 to 1975—makes a lot of sense if one looks at agriculture as
broth a scene of production and an arena of social interaction. The year 1892 marks the
emnd (at least in official/scholarly discourse) of one of the worst famines in Ethiopia’s
= odem history. Caused by the rinderpest plague that hit most of eastern and southern
A rica in the late-1880s and ealy-1890s, the famine inflicted an enormous human toll and
v a=mt to history dubbed kefu gan (cruel day) in popular parlance. In addition to the
ma == =ssive cost of life both the plague and the famine inflicted respectively on livestock and
hwa === ans, the damage it caused on the psychology and inner workings of most rural
cOX = Tmunities (particularly in places where its impact was hard felt) can only be
surarwrm i sed.V
"I " Ixe 1890s also witnessed the culmination of conquest that had started at least a
ECTR «<m=tion earlier, in the early 1870s. For south-central Rift Valley herding and farming
COTI™ W unities, like their cohorts in different parts of the country, the beginning of the

com=«<>1idation of Menilek’s state meant the onset of new forms of contact, control, and
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power relations in which the majority became subjects.*®
Several developments marked the onset of the state’s growing power at this time, but
perhaps the most important had been the state’s changing interest in checking regional-
elite power in Shawa and beyond. One of the first measures the state took to that effect
was the November 1892 edict on tithe. The edict made it mandatory for subject elite and
non-white populations to pay a ten percent produce tax, a measure that snatched the tax
levying power of local governors for the first time. Only two developments presaged that.
The first was the 1879 edict to measure Shawan land, a decree that does not seem to have
been carried away in earnest. The second relates to the introduction of a flat land tax on
Shawan cultivators, a revolutionary measure that foreshadowed the state’s growing
prower with in Shawa and one that infringed on the tax levying power of the local
£Zovemors in its own way. The introduction of the tithe in 1892 was a continuation of the
£Z<vemnment’s changing interest in regulating elite power at the core Shawan region and
Pb<=>3y70ond. Its impact on state-elite-rural society relationship was equally dramatic, and
oI s a useful start-up date for a study that seeks to tell a story of the encounter between
lzaxr— g e-scale political and economic forces and local societies.*

Il e upper limit of this study is marked by the proclamation of Ethiopia’s most radical
larm <& xeform edict by the Derg in March 1975. The revolution that drove Haile Sellasie
fromr=r=m power opened opportunities for a group of army officers to seize power in 1974. In
ura e« ~with the demands of Ethiopia’s revolutionaries, the land reform nonetheless lent
SO me= degree of legitimacy to the Derg. On the ground too, the land reform altered the

dire<1tionof agrarian change in the valley as it affirmed the subjectivity of property

entitdement rights and encouraged new rounds of competitions over agricultural
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resources. As in land, the governments’ doctrinaire socialist policies and command
economy structure impacted rural society in many ways, hence providing a logical cut-off
date for a study that seeks to explore farmers’ actions in a constantly changing political
national economy.*

Although the valley had never been densely settled, population has concentrated in the
more fertile parts adjacent to the highlands and in the lowlands along the many rivers like
the Awash, Magqi, Bulbula, and Jiddo that cut the valley horizontally in several segments.
According to a 1950 sample-based population census, a total of 200,000 people inhabited
Yararena Karayu awrgja the majority of whom were farmers (numbering 162,000) and

herders (numbering 35,000). The region south of the Awash was part of Arsi’s Kambata
czwraja inhabited by 230,000 farmers and 104,650 herders. Only Nazareth, Mojo,
B3ishoftu (later Debre Zeit), Buta Jira, and Shashamane had municipalities in 1950.
A more reliable population data is available from the 1984 census. According to
o X T1xcial census reports, Yararena Karayu had a population of 693,689 and Hayqochena
B = amta Jira had a total of 1,288,168 inhabitants in 1984. Of these, the warada chosen for
tlhh»® = study comprised almost a third of the total population (206,300 of the total 693,689)
irm @ Fme former and roughly half (512.575 of the total 1,288,168) in the latter. As the
fo1  «—»~uving table demonstrates, the population distribution at warada level showed
sizzmrm 3 KFcant variation and the female population was higher in the two awraja selected for
the g—wwarpose of this study.
X <> th districts included areas and populations larger than the part of the valley we are
COTA<= «=1ned with here. The exact ethnic composition of each county is not available, but

the TR aAjority of the inhabitants in all the warada considered in this study but for
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Masqanena Mareqo were Oromo although none of these areas were ethnically

homogenous.*

Table 1.0 Population distribution in selected warada (sub-district or county) in Hayqochena
Buta Jira and Yararena Karayu awraja (district) in 1984

Population

District County Male Female Total

Yararena Karayu Ada 67,420 69,908 137,328
Lume 34,759 34,213 68,972
Total 102,179 104,121 206,300

Hayqochena Buta Jira Shashamane 89,607 87,462 177,069
Arsi Negelle 45,476 47,592 93,068
Masqanena Mareqo 89,340 92,543 181,883
Zway 29,679 30,876 60,555
Total 254,102 258473 512,575

Source: Central Statistics Office, Ethiopia Population Census (Addis Ababa, 1986), 41-49,
112-17.

An equally interesting aspect of the valley’s demographic history is migration.
I "hroughout the period covered in this study, the valley had been a magnet for migrants,
za I mnost all of whom happened to be farmers. As we shall see in some detail later, the most
Zxraaportant reason for the valley’s growing attractiveness to immigrants relates to the
re_Z=1on’s unique agricultural antecedents and forms of transformation. From a geographic
p<o» & mat of view, almost all the regions adjacent to the valley contributed populations to it
wi® = the apparent exception of the Sidama to the south. From an ethnic point of view, the

Oxr«— o (from Arsi, Bale, and Shawa), the Silti and Gurage were numerically the most

i e wrtant, distantly followed by the Amhara, Hadiya, Kambata and Wolayta.**
Sowm m—«=es, methodology and limitations of the study

The =sources utilized for this study may be divided into three broad categories. The first,

and X should note, most useful for this study, was the range of oral interviews I was able
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to conduct during the course of my field study. This work required working closely with
zonal and warada (county) government offices, mainly those of the Ministry of
Agriculture (MoA). But I was careful not to let government and Peasant Association (PA)
officials select “knowledgeable” informants for me. I tried to overcome this problem by
identifying specific villages as sites for conducting interviews and discussions with
individual farmers.

I relied on administrative divisions at work in the early-1970s. Already by this time
my region was part of the larger Shawan province and composed of two awrgja
(districts): Yararena Karayu in the north and (north of the Awash) and Hayqochena Buta
Jira in the south. Yararena Karayu comprised seven counties (warada) of which three

wwere partly within the valley. Hayqochena Buta Jira comprised a total of nine counties of
wwhich seven were partly or fully within the valley.

For interviews, I selected half of the counties from each district (awraja): Ada and

X _ wamme from Yararena Karayu, and Shashamane, Arsi Negelle, Masqanena Mareqo, and
~Z~ >~ ay from Hayqochena Buta Jira. Then, I narrowed down my focus to two selected
v i X A ;aages from each warada, and worked closely in a total of twelve villages for the
pwm mr—r>»ose of conducting interviews. My selection of the villages was based on certain
(ri ®<xia.l chose the villages from each warada based on distance from each other and
fro>r—= market centers, high versus low population densities at the time of the research, and
Pass®  clevelopment experience.* It is my contention that for the kind of
hiS® <> xical/qualitative data sought after here to reconstruct patterns of change over time
aAd  «>mn a larger scale (as distinct from household or farm level data most economists are

COMCe1ned with), the sample and type of data generated by oral interviewing are reliable.
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I interviewed different groups of farmers—rich and poor, men and women, (ex-)
politicians/elite and non-elite, long-time residents and emigrants at different locations. At
times officials advised me that my list should include specific individuals. Most often
these were elite and/or rich men. Where possible, I tried to accommodate their requests.

I spoke with my informants in their field the first time I met them or as per
arrangements made by warada offices and extension agents. I conducted individual and
group interviews of a total of 120 elite and non-elite farmers, approximately 10 from each
village. Although I initiated my interviews with organized questions and formats, the
interviews almost always developed into discussions and took directions beyond what I
anticipated. To my delight, many (though not all) accepted my invitation for interview,

but a considerable number of subjects declined to be taped while others (numbering
zaround two dozen) insisted that I should acknowledge their testimonies by a pseudonym.
In general, only a few, particularly in Ada, were reluctant to spend their time as
e search subjects because of weariness and research fatigue. At one site near Kuyara (just
r«xth of Shashamane) my informants even challenged me with questions about how my
re =s<arch was going to benefit them. They noted that one researcher who studied their
fzaxr—=r s for over six months later sent them dozens of sickles as a sign of gratitude. They
cOx = rmented sarcastically that they were neither short of sickles nor were the tools useful
to @M= < kind of crops they grew. But in almost all cases a little introduction by the official
0r & =< T ension agent who accompanied me to the village the first time and my own brief
inte=wr—§ ection about the use-value of academic research was good enough to clear any
dowva > s most of the subjects might have had at first regarding my interest and motive. The

fact ®haatwas particularly interested in how extension works, issues of fertilizers and
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credit, access to land, the parameters of the grain market—the same issues farmers cared
most about at the time of my research—created some common interest to build on. In
almost all cases the discussion sessions that started with a degree of curiosity in the
informants' part ended with much excitement and a chant of the traditional blessing they
accorded to me.

The valley is not a homogenous social space inhabited by smallholder farmers who
shared identical experiences and speak the same language. Moreover, oral histories could
be mediated by existing discourses and power, and embody both fact and representation.
My informants were ready and often willing to share many of their personal experiences
and their knowledge about local and national politics and the manner in which their own

actions and that of others impacted their day to day productive activities. But they also
brushed aside certain questions, suggesting that they were unaware of such developments
o> x suggested that the “expert” on a given subject may be someone else whom they did not
I < sitate to mention by name sometimes.
In matters relating to drought and declining food production, for example, the
e>= g—>lanation the majority of my informants presented to me was sophisticated. I was
swm ar—rrised to hear that farmers, like extension agents, explain drought in the context of
de <> restation and soil degradation caused by erosion. This led me to wonder to what
eX -« xrat farmers’ “traditional” knowledge has been colored by the kind of bio-scientific
dis «= «> urse communicated to farmers since at least the mid-1980s (following the 1984-85
farsm & wme) by MoA experts and the mass media. Likewise, I came to learn that social and
POl 1 & cal histories as told by bearers of oral tradition and history could be subject to

editimag and refashioning over time. This is particularly true on matters like land
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entitlements, power relations and alliances, ethno-history, farm-credit, and numerous
other topics that subjects think the past could have its bearing on the present.

But sometimes such editions and refashioning could be initiated and encouraged by
organized parties and government controlled media. A case in point may be the campaign
conducted by the Oromo Peoples Liberation Organization (OPDO), an Oromo wing of
the ruling Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Party (EPRDF), to “educate”
local society in Oromo history, culture, and rights. OPDO cadre officially summoned to
Nazareth many notable figures from our region twice in the 1990s, and lectured them on
Oromo and Ethiopian history as told by OPDO. An ethnographer working on social and
ethnic history could easily detect the articulation of contemporary vernaculars and

thoughts as well as increasing sensitivity among subjects on topics pertaining to
xrmigration, ethnicity, and politics. In general, oral sources, like other sources, should be
r<ad critically and cross-checked with a variety of sources to minimize possible adverse
< X Tects on reconstructing past developments and politics.
The second major source of data used for this study is archival, including letters,
a«c= <« oOunts, life narratives, memoirs, and various kinds of contemporary reports deposited
iza = I e registrars and documentation centers of the ministries, most notably that of
A = culture (MoA), and research libraries in and outside of the country. Palace registrars
in @ =< pre-Italian occupation period also relied on information acquired from provincial
mal « =5 and local elite in documenting national history. Some prominent state officials,
MC-==® mnotably Mahtama Sellasie Walda Masqgal (son of a notable palace registrar during
the xei gn of empress Zawditu) before he himself became secretary of Crown Prince Asfa

WVassaninthe early 1940s, and then vice-minister and minister of Agriculture from 1949-
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58, assembled this kind of data and published Zekra Nagar—a comprehensive account of
Ethiopia’s prewar land tenure systems and taxation.’

Zekra Nagar fails to capture localized circumstances, responses, and conflicts and is
silent on the actual impacts of government legislation on regulating access to resource
control, taxation, and agriculture. But it contains invaluable information regarding the
origins and parameters of state ideology and regional land tenure regimes, particularly at
a time when state bureaucracies remained unorganized or non-existent. In that sense it
fills a clear gap created by the absence and/or inaccessibility of state archives.

The archival repository in prewar south-central Ethiopia is poor to non-existent. The
opening of the first government office in Arsi Negelle (for the entire region that later
became Hayqochena Kambata awraja) occurred only in 1943. Unlike the prewar period,
government advancement to the region in the postwar era had led to the production of a
rather sustained correspondence, reports, and personal files that could yield useful
information about various aspects of local history as well as state-society relationship.
Poorly handled, the now defunct Ministry of Interior archives yield useful information
pertaining to land tenure, taxation, and politics but very little on agriculture, crop
regimes, livestock, and climate that could be used to reconstructing the ecological history
of the region. This kind of archival data begin to appear only after the opening of the
Ministry of Agriculture’s provincial and awraja level offices in the 1960s.

In addition to Ethiopian government archives, I have also consulted similar material
generated by the foreign embassies of Britain and the United States. I found these
materials useful as they documented and reported on agriculture and the food market

(both domestic and export) as well as government policies and actions in the 1941-59
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period for which declassified documents are now available. These reports do not dwell on
aspects of production or the interface between factors of production, but they provide
useful data to situate local agricultural conditions in the context of national and
international food regimes and politics.

It must be noted, however, that neither the production nor the physical existence of the
national or foreign archives was insulated from politics and the semblance of power
relations. For example, the constant shift of district and sub-district government offices
from place to place following the constant redrawing of the administrative boundaries at
all levels meant that some (and sometimes most) of the archival documents were subject
to neglect and displacement, a situation that has worsened after the ethnic-state (kellel)
structure the EPRDF has adapted. Now the old district structure is gone and at the time of
my research none of the new offices were ready or equipped to inherit the awraja
archives nor is there a body willing or able to take care of archives for academic interest.

With respect to their contents, archives are not neutral repositories of documents
awaiting the historians’ rearrangement and recasting. Rather they reflect the
circumstances of their creation and respond to the political, economic, and social
occupations of the state officials and the governments they served, and should be
analyzed as such and critically.*® Local actors themselves did not necessarily see archives
simply as repositories of knowledge and as apolitical. It is not surprising therefore that
sometimes some offices and some documents were doomed to destruction by their
subjects. In 1974 and again in 1991, farmers attacked MoA warada and awraja offices in
Shashamane and Zway which they believed deposited credit files, destroying altogether

what could have been historically useful documents and data on input distribution,
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farmers credit, local politics, and a range of other topics as reported by MoA specialists.”’

Notwithstanding the gaps and lapses created by poor handling and destruction, all the
warada offices have modest archival collections of historical importance. I have
exhaustively used the archives at Arsi Negelle, Shashamane, Zway, and Mojo warada
MoA offices without any restrictions whatsoever. At Debre Zeit (in Ada) and Buta Jira
(Masganena Mareqo) I was given access to archives that deal with agricultural extension
but did not enjoy the kind of liberty I did at the other warada mentioned above.

The third category of sources relates to the reports made by external observers under
different provenance and for a different audience than the first two. It includes the
accounts and studies created by people who lived in one or another part of the valley for
various reasons and for different periods of time. Despite the varied reasons of creation,
all these documents explore some aspect of rural life in the valley or its landscape and
people based on quick observations or systematic research and data. They range from
traveler accounts to the reports of agricultural experts working for different institutions.
The few European travelers who depicted their impressions on aspects of valley
landscape and society provide a glimpse of certain aspects of local society and agriculture
and help us fill a void in the documented evidence on late-19" and early-20" century.

Contrary to the few travelers who made passing but useful remarks on aspects of the
valley landscape, agriculture, and society, a host of trained (foreign and national alike)
personnel crisscrossed and studied postwar valley agriculture closely. Development
experts and scholars in the second half of the 20™ century conducted feasibility studies
and researched different aspects of valley agriculture, ranging from soil to agronomy,

whose recommendations and findings yield information and data relevant to the historian.
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If government administrative archives generated a range of information and
discourses, the field data this group of experts and managers generated yields unique
material to understand modern encounters in theory and practice. Such data is relatively
easy to locate and some are even published in the form of periodicals and annual reports
or are deposited as unpublished reports in the Ministry of Agriculture’s rich library. For
example, Ethiopian Project Implementation Department’s (EPID) annual reports on
fertilizer trials, input distribution, credit, and yield provide project-specific data that is
impossible to find in the administration archives. The compiled reports by the Ethiopian
Institute of Agricultural Research (IAR), the investigations conducted by a range of
specialists representing one or another institution--most notably that of the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQ), the Stanford Research Institute, the
Ministry of Agriculture, the Imperial College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts, and a
land survey conducted by the British Land Resource Division—provide comprehensive
data and analysis on a range of issues such as agronomy, the environment, markets, input
and credit, livestock and human population, income, labor, and land use to various
degree.

Unlike the roadside glimpses of the observers, these materials provide household,
village-level, and regional data on smallholder agriculture as well as development
intervention and local responses to it often in quantifiable measures. Trained at different
times and by different institutions, the researchers brought with them various methods
and employed divergent analytical frameworks ranging from agricultural systems to
farming systems to development economics, and their findings were equally diverse. And

like the other sources they dispense, albeit inadvertently, specific date regarding farmer
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resistance, the way their own interventions colored the social organization of agriculture,
gender, and class. As agents and practitioners of modern agriculture and scientific
knowledge, many often tend to undermine the farmer’s traditional knowledge and tend to
ignore the virtues of scientific agriculture. They also fail to register social circumstances
and conflicts that are important to the historian. Nonetheless, these sources contain
invaluable information not available elsewhere. Therefore, they constitute a major source
to reconstruct the nexus of development interventions and localized agriculture in the
postwar era.

To these studies, reports, and accounts may be added newspaper reports. The
Ethiopian weekly (later daily) Addis Zaman lend much space and focus to agriculture, the
state of the livestock sector, and the food market (most notably that of Addis Ababa) in
its postwar issues. It published a wide range of agricultural topics written either by its
own staff reporters or by individuals and provincial offices that liked to publicize their
own achievements and work. But most of all it became a forum where intellectuals,
urbanites, and politicians debated the country’s agriculture and development in the
postwar period. As such, it provides clues to relate local issues to broader national ones.
Sometimes, news reports remain as the only available source of information on such
issues like parliamentary debates on land tenure reform (that became important in the
1960s and early 1970s) as long as that institution’s archives remain locked up and
inaccessible to researchers.

I have attempted to compare and contrast as well as critically analyze oral testimonies,
archival sources, and individual or group generated reports and studies.>® I hope such a

comparison, crosschecking and critiquing will help me overcome some of the gaps and
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biases of the sources. The use of oral and a variety of written materials generated by a
host of social actors and observers has been central to my analysis of valley agrarian
transformation. In my research I will demonstrate that ecological change and agrarian
transformation in the valley was not unidirectional, simply superimposed from without
but resulted from dynamic encounters as local actors accepted, adopted or resisted the
contents of modernist schemes to defend, promote or re-fashion their varying and
constantly changing interests and priorities. I will argue that in their struggle, local actors
consciously or unconsciously redefined and seized intervention regimes as fields of
power and action. My findings show that agriculture has been central in defining intra-
elite as well as state-rural society relationships in the century of state rule, and the
constellation of its multiple social actors reveals the manner and degree to which state
rule had been maintained and legitimized, the parameters through which it had been
constantly challenged, and the way the nexus of state power and society has been

mediated.

Agriculture, development, and the state in Ethiopia: review of the literature
Ethiopian agriculture has been a subject of scholarly inquiry throughout the last century,
but more so in the postwar period. The fact that agriculture occupied a key role in state-
society nexus and had been the mainstay of the country’s economy throughout the 20™
century meant that it generated a sustained interest among scholars who were particularly
interested in changing it. In addition, unlike most fields of inquiry, agriculture and rural
society have been “open” fields of investigation to scholars of different academic

background and provenance. The result has been the production of fairly large bodies of
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literature on one or another aspect of the country’s agriculture. It is difficult, therefore, to
do justice to the relatively large and growing body of literature in a review like this.
However, it may be possible to review the existing literature by drawing certain patterns
and trends.

One discernable trend is agriculture’s growing attractiveness to historical
investigation. The postwar period saw an unprecedented interest in studying Ethiopian
agriculture, and for the first three to four decades the subject remained the monopoly of
economists. But later sociologists, geographers, political scientists, and more recently
anthropologists joined the field and made significant contributions mainly by focusing on
land tenure issues and development matters.*

When historians followed suit, at first they geared their attention on medieval and
ancient times.®’ Only recently have historians of modern Ethiopia began to see
agriculture as a topic deserving full-scale investigation. A couple of incidents were
responsible in kindling this new interest in agriculture as a subject of historical inquiry.
The first relates to the outbreak of famine in Ethiopia, first in 1972-73 and then in 1984-
85.%! The second famine in particular has been responsible for generating a sustained
interest on Ethiopian agriculture in general or crisis in food production in particular.
James McCann’s From Poverty to Famine in Ethiopia (1987) and People of the Plow
(1995) had their origins in that context, but both monographs deal with the broader issue
of agriculture and rural society than famine perse.®? The first home-grown PhD
dissertation to be written at Addis Ababa University’s History Department was on
famine.®’

The second factor that has contributed to agriculture’s continued importance as a
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subject of historical inquiry relates to the matriculation to U.S. universities of a number
of Ethiopian graduate students. Several of those students studied aspects of Ethiopian
agriculture often from a single crop perspective and/or in line with the West
African/Latin American cash crop tradition that dominated research in the late-1970s and
early-1980s.%* An exception to this trend is Tekalign Wolde-Mariam’s “A City and its
Hinterlands” that looks at Addis Ababa’s food supply not from a crop perspective but
from the vantage point of political economy.*®

Another broadly discernable pattern in the literature is the shift in the linguistic
medium used in writing about Ethiopian agriculture. For much of the prewar period and
the first two decades following the Italian occupation, the bulk of the studies written on
or about Ethiopian agriculture, modernization, and the state were book-size and in
Ambaric. In the post-1960 period, however, the monograph gave way to the journal
article and English replaced Amharic.%

The time coincided with the crystallization of development economics as a distinct
filed of study, the growing attractiveness of agricultural and then farming systems
research for studying Third World agriculture, and the launching of several development
schemes in Ethiopia. Consequently, numerous monographs were written on the Ethiopian
economy, agriculture, and to some extent also of rural communities. The economists
Assefa Bequele and Eshetu Chole’s A Profile of the Ethiopian Economy (1969) was in
tune with the dominant development economics thinking of the 1960s, and espoused two-
inter-related themes: that agriculture should be the engine of economic development, and
planning as the key to development.®’

Working from the perspective of agricultural systems, the agronomists H.P. Huffnagel
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and E. Westphal also published several monographs on Ethiopian agriculture in the 1960s
and early-1970s.% Huffnagel’s full-length study is a compilation of basic physical,
agronomic, livestock, tenural, and institutional data on Ethiopian agriculture. It provides
inventory of crop types, livestock varieties, and plant and animal pathogens in the
Ethiopian region. Westphal’s two treatise offer useful data on agro-ecology, climate,
soils, natural vegetation, and farming systems across the regions’ that are of immense
importance to academic inquiry. His and Huffnagel’s works and methodology have
influenced a host of studies on Ethiopian agriculture, but in the passage of time their own
works have become important source materials for studying change in Ethiopian
agriculture.”

Similarly, the launching of rural development schemes in the late-1960s and early-
1970s also led to the emergence of a veritable academic industry that blossomed and
faded in tune with the programs themselves. Particularly the first half of the 1970s saw its
climax both in the intensity of the programs as well as in the efforts to study them.”

An important turning point in shaping the study of Ethiopian agriculture and farming
communities is the outbreak of the 1974 Ethiopian revolution. The revolutions’ impact on
scholarship could be seen both from the growing attractiveness of agriculture and the
peasantry as fields of study as well as the dominance of Marxism-Leninism as an
analytical tool to study them.”' Starting with the political writings of the 1960s (mainly
by Ethiopians but coming from abroad) Marxist and neo-Marxist writings dominated the
scholarship for most of the late-1970s and 1980s.”

Marxism’s dominance on Ethiopian rural studies stands in stark contrast to the wider

currency underdevelopment and world systems theories enjoyed in West Africa and Latin
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American studies. In the Ethiopian case Michael Stahl is among the very few who
applied underdevelopment theory to explain Ethiopia’s “political contradictions in
agricultural development,” the title he chose for his book. Building on Samir Amin’s
formulations of modes of production, Stahl concurred that the “tributary mode of
production” was the most dominant in Ethiopia.”

Since the 1980s, the Marxist/neo-Marxist, dependency, and world systems theories
and in fact the entire development framework have come under serious attack and
criticism from different directions. One strand of criticism came from what may be
collectively termed as ultramodernists. It consists of a range of economic theorists who
located the nexus of rural poverty and lack of growth to “distortions of the market” often
by government or outside agencies that intervened to make the market work better but in
fact made it worse. They advocate free market that they admit, “does not guarantee
equality of income...but it produces as optimal an allocation of resources as possible.”™

James Pickett’s study on the Ethiopian economy and agriculture embodies most of the
points described above. Unlike a generation of scholars who insisted that Ethiopia is poor
because agriculture is traditional, Pickett argues to the contrary, emphasizing that
agriculture is traditional because the economy is poor. According to him Ethiopia’s
smallholder agriculture is relatively efficient and it cannot be controlled or encouraged
other than by the market itself. He contends that “poverty is so widespread that if the
market is good for growth, it should not be shunned in the interest of equality particularly
since intervention seeking to increase equality could on past evidence have the opposite

effect.””

A second strand of criticism to development comes from postmodemnists. The latter
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define development as a controlling device, in fact colonialism by another means. They
see development as a discourse through which social reality comes into being, the
articulation of knowledge and power, essentially as a linear trajectory that fashion (with a
kind of illicit or direct power) a division between the West and the “rest.”’® To my
knowledge the postmodernist strand has not been applied to study Ethiopian development
or agriculture to date.

The postmodernist school in turn has come under severe criticism. A closer look at
development practice, beyond structures and discourses, elucidate that power is not
essentially detrimental, and a particular discourse could be appropriated for other
purposes. The task is therefore to rethink development on a fresh ground, and
problematize it as a “contingent, contextualized, and changing phenomena.””’

Amidst the late-1980s sharp criticism of development and 1990s renewed concern for
environmental sustainability emerged a new developmentalist agenda that calls for crop-
livestock integrated agriculture. In fact, many involved in development policy making
now think that “increasing agricultural and livestock production is key to alleviate
African poverty and food insecurity.”’® Consequently, they advocate mixed-farming—the
cultivation of crops and the raising of livestock in a single farm—as the best approach to
enhance both the productivity and sustainability of African smallholder agriculture.”

This has been characterized in the writings of Mclntire et al and others as an
alternative intervention stragegy to cope with low productivity and “destructive” forms of
shifting cultivation or transhumant pastoralism. They start with the premise that
“different population densities and different agro-ecological zones make possible, and

even compel, specific interactions between crops and livestock.” Therefore, they propose
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encouragement of mixed-farming as appropriate and suitable to many African settings
than high external input alternatives.®

But alternative views to 1990s advocates of mixed-farming challenge the apparent
evolutionary view of agricultural change, particularly the presumed “linear sequence of
crop-livestock interactions moving from limited interactions under low-population
pressure to an integrated mixed farm model, where crop and livestock production are
tightly linked.”®' Instead they take into account broader contexts—such as an
understanding of political economy, the changing policy priorities, history, social
differentiation, and institutional parameters—to emphasize processes, diversity, and
variability in African past crop-livestock agriculture and its future.®

Valley agricultural history is entwined with dynamics of crop and livestock change
that has led to shifts in agricultural practice driven by and resulting from contingent
processes such as politics, land policy, institutional dynamics, market imperatives, and
development encounters. Valley agriculture presents a strong but not so unique case
about the intricacies involved in crop-livestock interaction and Ethiopia’s localized
farming practices. This study builds on recent scholarship on development encounters,
and renews and broadens scholarly knowledge of agricultural change in modern

Ethiopian history.

The structure of this dissertation
This dissertation builds through nine successive chapters an understanding of the history
of agricultural change in Ethiopia’s south-central Rift Valley. Chapters deal to different

degrees with ideologies, policies, and local action; with theory and practice; with
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production and appropriation; with markets; and with state-society relationships to
reconstruct agrarian transformation and the role of different groups of social actors in
shaping it.

Chapter 1 charts the moments of interlinkage and independence between diverse
regional agro-economies several decades before and after the birth of the modern
Ethiopian state in the late-19" century. It also explores the dynamics of socialized land
management practices or the evolution of interaction and competition between different
land use practices, such as for crop, pasture and forest. I pay particular attention to the
degree to which farming communities managed to regulate access to resources, the place
of crop and livestock agriculture in the social organization of production, and of markets
in regional economies. This chapter is mainly based on first-hand accounts by a host of
European (mainly British and Italian) travelers and missionaries. I complement these
accounts with Shawan court chronicles and informants’ testimonies.

Chapter 2 examines the degree to which structural transformation affected local
production organization and power relations by presenting challenges as well as
alternatives to access to resource control and product. Two institutions—with political
and economic ramifications—will be closely studied to unravel the complexities involved
in the nexus between state rule and agriculture (or local society) in the first several
decades of valley communities’ encounter with the Ethiopian state system. These are the

politico-administrative institution called malkagna/balabbat and madbet/waraganu--a
food extraction mechanism that linked rural communities to the imperial court distinctly
d i fferently from other food producing and tribute paying regions and populations. This

chapter draws on literature produced by state functionaries, chronicles, informant’s
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testimonies, and secondary literature on Shawan land and political history.

Chapter 3 builds on its preceding chapter to highlight the political and infrastructural
foundation of valley agricultural change between 1917 and 1941. The year 1917
witnessed the completion of the construction of the railroad (a portion of which cut
through the valley’s northern part) and Tafari’s (later Haile Sellasie) ascendancy to
power. Tafari’s prewar policies on land and labor are carefully examined to measure the
saliency of national politics in local agricultural change and vice versa. That is followed
by a discussion of the development of modern communication networks in which the
short-lived Italian occupation had been important. In this chapter I rely primarily on
official documents, informants’ testimonies, contemporary accounts by Italian scholars,
and secondary literature by Ethiopian and foreign writers.

Chapter 4 marks the mid-point of this dissertation. It canvases the entire 1941-74
period to highlight changing government policies on agriculture and its broader
implications at a regional level. A key factor that distinguished government policies in
the postwar era from the previous decades had been government appropriation of
development as a means to bring about agricultural modernization and farmers’
understanding of it. I show the specific circumstances that made development palpable to
the state and the role of international organizations in mediating its acceptance and
practice. I rely on government publications, official reports of the international
organizations (such as FAO), and informants’ testimonies to analyze the history of
development in Ethiopia and the valley.

Chapter 5 complements its preceding two chapters in that it offers material from

informants and documents that illustrate the kinds of changes that I have identified from
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the national level on that transformation. Chronologically it covers valley agricultural
transformation in the 1941-59 decades. The year 1941 marks the successful transition
most valley farmers made to crop-based agriculture distinctly differently from livestock
production that has been important in the first third of the 20" century. The upper limit
(1959) of this chapter is conditioned by the new shift in government policy regarding
access to land as well as the beginning of a new trend in farmers’ own field organization
techniques. I rely on evidence from informants and secondary sources to explain the
valley’s impressive agricultural transformation in the two decades following Italian
withdrawal.

Strikingly such transformations at the regional level interacted with broader
developments in terms of the food market and national politics. Therefore, in Chapter 6 I
stress the food market to locate its impact on valley agrarian transformation. I show that
the attractive food market had been responsible for the kind of interest elite and non-elite
urbanites showed over agricultural land in the postwar period. The manner and degree to
which a range of social actors (such as the urban elite and small-scale farmers) seized
government policies on land to promote their-own advantages is central to draw a fine-
grained picture of valley agrarian change in the postwar period. The sources for this
chapter are mainly drawn from Ethiopian and foreign (British and U.S.) government
archives, government publications, newspaper reports, as well as informants’ testimonies.

Building on developments outlined in the previous chapters, in Chapter 7 I provide a
close analysis of the sharecropping arrangements that characterized valley agrarian
relations in the 1960-75 period. I show not only how sharecropping enabled absentee

landlords to reap agricultural produce from the land but also how tenants seized those
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arrangements both to bolster their presence (as rightful possessors of or contenders to the
land) and even “accumulate” land. I also intend to demonstrate that while fueling social
and political tensions, sharecropping arrangements in fact had been the engine of
“cerealization” in valley agriculture. In this chapter I rely primarily on official
government reports on land tenure, FAO directed studies, and informants’ testimonies.

In Chapter 8 I discuss the actual procedure of valley agricultural change in the 1960-
75 period. I focus on two groups of farmers—small farmers and big farmers—and
analyze the impacts of specialized agriculture on such indices as fallow, crop-mix, and
the interaction of crop and livestock agriculture in the valley. I use the fascinating study
reports by development specialists (such as those affiliated with the Stanford Research
Institute and the British Land Resource Division), government publications, published or
unpublished scholarly works, newspaper reports, and oral history.

In Chapter 9 I provide a close analysis of the evolution of agricultural intervention
regimes in Ethiopia between 1966 and 1975. The valley stands out as one of the few
areas where virtually all of the country’s agricultural intervention programs have been
experimented. I will show how ag-extension became not only a creative means for
substituting by a less coercive and developmentalist means the old madbet institution, but
also an arena where modernity itself was adapted, reinvented, and resisted at particular
times and places and by different groups of social actors. In this chapter I rely on official

reports, documented evidence generated by agricultural experts who worked for the
different institutions that sponsored the interventions, and farmer’s views.

The Epilogue focuses on valley farmers experience in the last-quarter of the 20™

century—in the eras of command economy and market liberalization. To the majority of
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valley farmers the revolution period (1975-91) presented perhaps the most challenging
and most intrusive state policies yet. In terms of land use alone, new policies on land and
farmers understanding of it impacted the pace at which rural producers utilized grazing
lands for crops critically marginalizing fallow and related field management techniques
on cultivated lands. In the long run, diminishing land-based resources convinced farmers
to adapt modern inputs in hitherto unprecedented scale. If the latter had become the
mainstay of state-led developmentalism in the 1990s, its immediate impact had been
growing farmers’ indebtedness and “corrupt” soils that have now become “addicted” to
inorganic fertilizers to grow crops. I rely primarily on Ministry of Agriculture archives,
published and unpublished reports, and farmers own testimonies to reconstruct aspects of

the valley’s agrarian transformation in the post-imperial era.
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CHAPTER ONE

CROPS, LIVESTOCK, AND ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES:
PERMUTATIONS OF AGRO-ECONOMIES IN ETHIOPIA’S DIVERSE

LANDSCAPE (1892-1930)

The antiquity of Ethiopian agriculture, the cultivation of indigenous grasses such as tef
[Erograstis teff] and plants as enset [Ensete ventriosum], and the evolution of relatively
efficient production techniques that sustained complex state structures for the past
millennia have been the object of relatively intense scholarly investigation.' The
prominent Russian botanist N.L. Vavilov, who studied the origins of cultivated plants in
different parts of the world, found in Ethiopia indigenous cereals such as fef, distinct seed
varieties of barley, wheat, sorghum and finger millet, and legumes such as chickpea,
lentils and peas. Consequently, he described that country as one of the primary centers of
crop domestication and dispersal in the world.?

Subsequently, scholars such as E. Westphal and H.P. Huffnagel, working under the
purview of agricultural systems, focused on crop regimes, methods of cultivation, and
agro-ecologies to highlight Ethiopia’s rich and diverse agricultural landscape.’ More
recently, historians such as James McCann and Donald Crummey looked at change and
continuity in Ethiopian agriculture by probing, respectively, key variables such as
demography and property rights.* McCann’s pacesetting study looks at the important
question of why, since at least the late-19" century, Ethiopia’s highland agriculture has

“slid into deep fundamental crisis.” He focused on the interface between demography and
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limited technological change to explain Ethiopia’s long-term agricultural transformation
since 1800.°

In a far less accessible piece, Crummey also remarked the disparities between
highland Ethiopia’s 19" century practices of pastoralism and crop agriculture, and late-
20™ century commentary about it. Unlike most studies that depicted Ethiopia’s highland
agriculture an essentially crop-based system, Crummey stressed the prevalence of both
crop agriculture and animal husbandry across the central and northern highland regions
throughout the 19" century.®

The works of McCann and Crummey are important because of their emphasis on
change, and the methodological alternative they provide by looking at interlinkages
across the regions contrary to the presumably unique land- and ethno-scapes proponents
of agricultural systems tend to foster. My study joins the debate by looking at the
historical interactions among large-scale political and economic forces and small-scale
agricultural society to explain the course, pattern and causes of agricultural change in
Ethiopia’s south-central Rift Valley since the late-19™ century.

In this chapter I seek to provide base-line interpretation of valley agriculture
juxtaposing it with developments in the central and southern highlands (that are
coterminous to the valley) several decades before and after the birth of the modern
Ethiopian state toward the turn of the 19" century. I will do so both to establish the
regional history perspective I have adapted for the purpose of this dissertation and
emphasize the fact that valley agricultural transformation since the late-19% century took
shape in direct contact with those agro-economies and a rapidly changing national

political economy.
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Apart from the methodological advantage such a regional approach would allow, a
quick look at developments in the highlands enables me to chart the analytical parameters
of my study. Because of their long history of crop-based agriculture and the availability
of recorded (mainly by European travelers) evidence, Ethiopia’s highlands have long
attracted scholarly attention and have been central in shaping the debate on Ethiopian
agriculture.

To position my study in relation to the burgeoning literature and highlight the
perspective I have adapted for this study, I will preface my analysis with a brief
commentary on the agricultural and farming systems literature that has been so pervasive
in the study of Ethiopian agriculture since the late-1950s. I offer alternative explanations
based on processes and interlinkages to the seemingly unchanging and isolated practices
the agricultural systems literatures posit.

First, I will look at the highlands adjacent to the valley, dividing them into two distinct
parts (southern and central highlands) so as to explore aspects of their transformation and
the forces of change since around the mid-19® century. Then, in the last section of this
chapter, I will focus on the valley itself to illustrate aspects of its relatively distinct
transformation with regard to land use and ecology management. Because the
documented evidence is scarce (with the exception of few but useful reports made by
European travelers) I will rely on informants’ testimonies to reconstruct prewar (1890s-
1930s) valley agricultural history. Though often syncretic and episodic, I found the
testimonies of my informants reliable and consistent to follow aspects of valley
agricultural transformation.

The first question I asked the many farmers I met in the field was direct: “Do you
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think agriculture and the landscape in your village and beyond have changed over time?
How?” My informants approached this question differently and explained agricultural
and ecological change variously. But never did the changing configuration of crop-
livestock agriculture escape emphasis in the discussions. Many underscored decline in
livestock population and the ratio of crop to pasture land as not just a mark of the present,
but as largely responsible for growing problems in most rural communities, ranging from
children’s malnourishment to soil fertility.

A key thread in my narrative is therefore the dynamics of crop-livestock change. My
goal is to show how the links between crop and livestock, cropland and grazing land,
changed over time, and how this change, in turn, affected production organization and
ecology management in valley history. I generally agree with the assumption that, change
in African agriculture sometimes manifests itself in the degree of interaction between
crop and livestock production. But I don’t agree with the argument that this change was
necessarily a Malthusian function of population growth.” I will argue that resource
competitions coupled with productivity decline in crop-agriculture and/or the need to

raise it played crucial roles in shaping valley agrarian transformation throughout the 20™

century.

1.1 Taxonomy of Ethiopian Agriculture

Scholars have studied Ethiopian agriculture from different vantage points and applied
various yardsticks to measure and classify it. The dominant parameters used to classify
Ethiopian agriculture include cultivation methods (i.e., the type of tools used to cultivate

the soil), agricultural systems (i.e., the characterization of a field system based on a set of
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farming practices as emblematic of cultural traits), and farming systems. Those interested
in cultivation methods (most directly associated with the writings of W. Stiehler)
identified “plow farming™ and “hoe culture” as distinctive markers of Ethiopia’s
divergent agriculture. According to Stiehler, plow farming dominates the “greater part”
of the Ethiopian highlands, whereas hoe culture exists in the southern parts of the
country.®

Much more than cultivation systems, however, it is the classification of Ethiopian
agriculture in terms of “systems of agriculture” that has been more pervasive in the 1950s
and 1960s. Proponents of agricultural systems identified four distinct types of Ethiopian
agriculture: (1) the seed-farming complex, (2) the enset-planting complex, (3) shifting
cultivation, and (4) the pastoral complex. Defining the four systems of agriculture is a
range of factors including crop types, means of reproduction of the crops, climate, farm
implements, the raising of livestock, and ethnicity.’

Farming Systems Research (FSR) evolved in the 1970s, basically as an offshoot of
the dominant agricultural systems school that had dominated research in the preceding
two decades. Developmental in approach FSR enjoyed wider currency among researchers
and policy makers alike for more than two decades. Because the highland zones of sub-
Saharan Africa, which, contrary to being a small fraction of the total land area of the
continent, account for large human and livestock population and have considerable
agricultural potential, farming systems researchers focused their studies and development
activities on the highlands where “mixed farming” prevails.

Since the largest highland area of the continent, covering nearly half (or 490,000 km?

of the 1 million kmz) of the African highlands, is located in Ethiopia, and because the
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country possessed the largest livestock population in Africa (with approximately 26
million head of cattle in 1976), the International Livestock Center for Africa (ILCA), the
chief institutional promoter of FSR in Africa, established its headquarters in Addis Ababa
(Ethiopia’s capital) and focused its research and intervention on the Ethiopian
highlands.'® Underlying ILCA’s farming systems research and development intervention,
therefore, is both the recognition of the embeddedness of livestock in Ethiopia’s crop-
agriculture and the promotion of livestock enterprises to boost farm productivity in the
country’s smallholder agriculture. '

Informing ILCA’s farming systems research and its intervention schemes was Amare
Getahun’s (1978) classification of Ethiopia’s agriculture into three distinct categories
based on farm resources and development potential. According to Amare, Ethiopian
agriculture comprised: the high-potential cereal/livestock zone, the low-potential
cereal/livestock zone, and the high-potential horticulture/livestock zone.'!

An interesting feature of all the classifications described above is the emphasis they
gave to regional variation and, to some extent also, to change. Though mainly concerned
with the dominant agronomic or herding features that characterized farming or herding
“systems,” almost all the classifications have indicated change within each system they
have come to identify. Those interested in cultivation systems underscored the additional
use of hand implements in the plow complex. Acknowledging the usefulness of
cultivation systems as proposed by Stiehler, Huffnagel, for example, stressed that a clear
geographic mark of field technology between the plow and the hoe culture is not
possible. He noted that “pure plow farming without the use of additional hoe implements

for cultivation work does not exist in Ethiopia.”"?
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Proponents of agricultural systems emphasize more such transitory features in field
technology and agronomy. Westphal’s classification of Ethiopia’s agricultural systems
shows both the wide range of variations within the seed-farming complex itself and how
significant changes have taken place in a wide range of areas such as in arable-pasture
rotation, the mechanisms of maintaining soil fertility (such as in soil burning, fallow, and
crop-rotation), crop choices, and annual labor calendars.'® Farming systems literature also
accents change, often measured by soil erosion, scarcity of land, land fragmentation,
diminishing forest resources, and underutilized labor. 14

However, none discussed those changes in a specific time-space dimension that would
satisfy the historian. Neither is the cause of those changes studied carefully to help us
understand the processes involved as well as the linkages among the communities across
the different agro-ecological zones. The agricultural history of the valley, as it unfolded
in the last one hundred years or so alone, tempts one to shift the emphasis from “systems”
to “processes.” Valley agriculture, like almost all other regional agro-economies, had
never been stable or necessarily unique, but changed constantly throughout the 20®
century. Change took place as a result of or due to farmers’ and herders’ own initiatives
and changing needs in consonance with the power of the physical environment (relating
to such indices like soil fertility and rainfall variability), field technology, availability of
labor, and resource competitions. But change also took place in relation to, in fact in
direct contact with, regional and broader national political economies.

By the beginning of our period, most of the valley was a pastoral landscape. But by

the end of our period all but a small portion of the valley has transformed into intensively

cultivated smallholder agriculture. At times (as was the case in the late-19™ or early-20™
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century) valley landscape stood in stark contrast with the relatively intensely cultivated
highlands surrounding it to the south, west and north. By the second half of the 20"
century such broad distinctions became blurred as the valley evolved as one of the major
centers of crop production in the country eclipsing some of those regions by the degree of

its integration to the national markets.

1.2 Contrasting the valley with its coterminous highland environment
Geographically, the valley stands in close proximity to Ethiopia’s highlands that were
known for their crop-based agriculture for millennia. To the north is the central (Shawan)
highlands inhabited mainly by Oromo and Amhara farmers. In the south, east and west, it
is bounded by the southern highlands which the valley cuts into two parts: an eastern part
inhabited by Arsi herders, and a western and southern part inhabited by numerous
farming communities that differed ethnically but shared common histories. In a north-
south direction, these communities included the Gurage, the Hadiya, the Kambata, the
Wolayta, and the Sidama, who lived in a distinct geography but resembled each other in
terms of field technology and agriculture.

From a crop perspective the communities residing in the southern highlands
immediately to the west and south of the valley distinguished themselves from those to
the east and north by the cultivation of enser. The plant’s relatively unique agronomy and
its geographic concentration in the southern Ethiopia highlands made it an object of
scholarly investigation early on. Enset caught the attention of anthropologists and cultural

geographers who defined it as the chief cultural marker of Ethiopia’s southern

cormmunities.'* One of them, the American anthropologist William Shack, for example,
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labeled the Gurage “a people of the enset culture.”'® Others emphasized agronomy, field
organization, labor, and the “carrying capacity” of the crop, and explained its distinct

qualities without necessarily considering it as a cultural marker."”

BB Areas of Enset Cutivation

P km

Figure 1 Enset growing areas of southern Ethiopia and ethnic groups mentioned in text
Adapted from Brandt ez al, The “Tree Against Hunger,” 1997, p. 5.
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Historically, perhaps the most striking feature of enset agriculture has been the degree
to which livestock (notably cattle) were integrated to it. In addition to the food
requirements, the plant itself required constant and considerable supply of manure to
grow and produce food.'® Therefore, quite distinct from the strategies adapted by
Ethiopia’s cereal-legume cultivators to maintain soil fertility (often by practicing fallow
and soil burning), enset cultivators applied manure for that purpose and practiced
integrated crop-livestock agriculture for long.'®

As much as enset cultivation and cattle-raising became the mainstay of those
communities in the past, what has been equally significant in the agricultural history of
the southern communities since at least the mid- to late-19™ century has been the growing
integration of cereals and/or cash crops to the farm. The recorded historical evidence is
too scant to measure the degree to which cereals and cash crops became integral parts of
southern agriculture. Yet, in virtually all the regions described above cash crops such as
coffee and chat (Catha edulis) had become equally (if not more) important crops by the
second half of the 20% century.

Among the Sidama, for example, the most enduring and conspicuous change in
localized agriculture and land use took place with the expansion of coffee cultivation.
Sidamo coffee entered the official trade statistics for the first time in 1906, with about
50,000 farasulas (approximately one million kilograms) of coffee exported from that
region in the same year.2’ Two decades later Adrien Zervos estimated Sidamo coffee
exports at over 3000 metric tons. By the 1920s, Sidamo’s share of the country’s coffee
export has begun to rival that of Harar which up to now has been a major coffee

production and supply region from all of Ethiopia.2! Half a century later, in the early
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1970s, Sidamo contributed more than 30% of the coffee Ethiopia exported via the Addis
Ababa — Djibouti railway.?

The Gurage too have integrated different crops into their farm throughout the 20™
century, depending upon availability of land and labor. In the cooler highlands of Mugar
(west Gurage) the dominant crop by the late-20™ century was barley not enset. In the
transitional (wayna-daga) zone, roughly between 1600 —1800 meters, Gurage and Silti
farmers also have successfully integrated chili pepper, coffee or chat to their enset
fields.?® To be sure, the Gurage region did not emerge as one of the chief producers of
coffee (as were the Sidama for example) anytime in the 20™ century. But it had been one
of the major producers and suppliers of chat to the booming domestic shrub market since
the last quarter of the 20™ century.?*

Even more than their Sidama and Gurage contemporaries, Wolayta, Kambata and
Hadiya farmers also have cultivated grains and cash crops such as cotton and chili paper
longer. Late-19™ century travelers such as Wellby described Wolayta as one of the most
fertile and intensively cultivated regions of Ethiopia.> Late-19™ and early-20™ century
Kambata and Hadiya farmers also cultivated grains such as sorghum, barley and wheat,
and by the second half of the 20 century enser was in fact a secondary not a primary
crop in those regions.”

Equally striking, but even more neglected agricultural systems literature, is the
question of labor or labor mobility. Enset cultivating regions are among the most densely
inhabited regions in Ethiopia. According to late-20™ century estimates population density
in most enset cultivating regions averaged between 200-400 people per square km.?’

Since at least the mid-20® century (and in the case of the Gurage and the Wolayta even
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earlier) most enset producing regions have distinguished themselves by the degree to
which their adult male populations migrated to the urban centers and commercial farms
on seasonal or permanent basis.

Late-20™ century social science literature has documented the preponderance of
Gurage, Kambata, Hadiya, and Wolayta laborers in Ethiopia’s urban centers and the
commercial farms that sprang up along the Awash valley since the 1960s. Economists
and anthropologists have explained this phenomenon as resulting from state taxation
and/or the so-called “pull” and “push” factors.?® Economists in particular underscored the
“pull” effect of Ethiopian urbanization and commercial agriculture to explain labor
migration from those regions. But no satisfactory explanation has been forwarded to
explain, for example, why those ‘pull’ factors pulled the Gurage and the Kambata as
opposed to the Oromo, who lived much closer to the sites of attraction.

Though not conspicuous to most urban observers, rural to urban migration is not the
only form of population mobility that characterized those regions in the period under
consideration. Accompanying it was a rural-to-rural migration that sometimes predated
the rural-to-urban migration briefly described above. The rural to rural migration from
such regions as Gurage and Silti took two forms: group and individual. The former was a
conscious and relatively organized move by a group of highland cultivators whereby they
colonized a new agro-ecology slowly but incrementally over time and space. In almost all
cases it took the colonization of lowland frontiers adjacent to and in some cases distant
from traditional settlement sites. The rapid colonization of the lowland regions of
Whulbareg, Dugda, Dalocha, parts of Magqi, and Mareqo (all located with in the valley) by

a group of Silti and Gurage farmers in the first half of the 20" century resulted from such
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conscious move by highland cultivators.?

Distinct from the group based rural-to-rural migration, individual farmers also
migrated to areas such as the valley where they took up farming per contractual
arrangements they made with rist or private land owners. Interestingly, the valley had
been one of the main attractions to a number of individual migrants mainly (but not
exclusively) from highland regions described above. Consequently immigrants from as
close as Arsi and Silti to as far as Tegulat and Tigray found their way to the valley first
(in the prewar p<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>