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Key to the transliteration system used. 

I. The seven sound of the Ethiopic Alphabet are represented as follows. 

1 st 0 = Ba 

2nd O· = Bu 

3rd O. = Bi 

4th CJ = Ba 

5th (l. = Be 

6th '0 Be 

i h (1 = Bo 

II. Regarding the sixth from in the above list, it must be noted that the "i" will be 

suffixed to the letter only if the letter is vocalized or stressed, otherwise it won't 

be required at all. As a general rule the "i" is not required when the sixth form is 

the last letter of word. 

Examples:-

UD9"UC = Miimher 

'ilc'nr. = Berber 

III. Palatalized Sounds are represented as follows: 

0 = sh 

:f = ch 

7 = fi 

1f = zh 

"f. = J 



IV: Glottalized sounds are represented as follows: 

~ = q 
m = t 
Q;), = ch 
0 = ts 
~ = d 
.t.. = dh 
A = P 

V. Gemination should always be indicated by doubling: 

Obona 

Gfunmojji 

Badda 

Madda Walabu 

Vi. General Examples: 

Chakke 

Nuh Dadhi 

Paqi Hassano 

Wayb 

Malkana 



ABSTRACT 

The evolution of land-ownership patterns in the peripheral regions had attracted little 

attention until recently. My study attempts to examine the extent to which local demographic 

and economic conditions in . hland B Ie interacted with political conditions in the aftermath 

of the conquest to determine access to agricultural land by local and newly arriving groups of 

people, and the extent to which peasant well-being was affected by these forms of access as 

they evolved over a period of nearly one century. 

The thesis starts by highlighting the pre-conquest socio-economic features in the 

region. The institutions that mediated the land regimes and the changes that were introduced 

to determine access to resources in the first half of the twentieth century are explored. The 

paper then shows how the previously prevailing lineage land-ownership patterns gradually gave 

way to private tenure. 

The discussion of the post-1941 history of land tenure in highland Bale focuses on the 

effects of the system of revenue extraction on the local people. The centralization of the fiscal 

system was attended by repeated land measurements that in many cases resulted in confiscation 

of land. Factors which threatened peasant property rights and reactions from the peasantry, 

therefore, occupies a great deal of space in this work. 

Finally, the work deals with one of the features of the imperial land tenure system in 

southern Ethiopia: the expansion of tenancy. The paper explores the evolution of tenancy and 

tenant insecurity in the region all the way to the 1974 Revolution when the entire system was 

abolished. 
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PREFACE 

Initially, I had planned to write on tenancy. But, based on preliminary investigations 

and advises from friends and instructors I have modified it to a history of ownership of land. 

Hence, in this study I have investigated the evolution of land-ownership and tenancy in 

highland Bale and the extent of influences met by the local people in their access to land after 

conquest. 

Due to the paucity of written material on the subject of the area under study, the work 

bases itself mainly on archival and oral sources. I have attempted, therefore, to combine 

archival research with field work. 

Archival sources, however, have many problems. Woefully many of them, especialJy 

those belonging to the provincial and wtirtida administrative offices were damaged before and 

during the fall of the Derg regime. Specifically, documents which were thought to have 

political implications, I was told, were discarded knowingly. 

Be that as it may, documents that were spared physical damage are also kept in the 

most haphazard manner; files piled up, uncatalogued and exposed to dust and rats in storage 

without any mechanism for their relocation and retrieval. Hence it was so tedious and time 

'consuming to obtain access to any related material. Above aU, periodic changes in locations of 

offices, which necessitated shifting of the documents from storage to storage with little care, 

had resulted in such a problem. Archives at awraja and wtirtida levels were, particularly, 

susceptible to such complication and disorganization. But also assignment of untrained 

employees to the department has also to do with the prevalence of the problem. I have 

examined and tried to consult records in different offices of Goba, Sinana and Dodola. All 
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have almost similar drawbacks, excepting slightly that of wtirtida courts. They are kept, 

relatively in good manner and are invaluable on land disputes in the region. 

For periods before the Italian invasion and during its occupation we could not find 

records kept even at the provincial level. Only few documents, copies from their original 

sources are kept in some offices like that of the Bale High Court. But these themselves are not 

complete. They only provide hints from where to begin. 

For the postwar period, records of the former Rest and Wul department of the Ministry 

of Interior, which were later transferred to the newly established Ministry of Land Reform and 

Administration are the most valuable and crucial material. Now they are deposited at the 

Walda-Masqal Tariku Memorial Research Center in Addis Ababa of the Institute of Ethiopian 

Studies under the Addis Ababa University. They are helpful documents on the process of land 

measurement and taxation, and problems arising on land. Letters of petitions and appeals by 

the peasantry against confiscation of lands are available in the archive. Not only this, they also 

contain material on state policy and government initiatives on land. 

But the archives of the Ministry of Interior have also problems. More often than not, 

both qualitative and quantitative data were documented comprehensively. Thus it appeared 

difficult to extract information on every event. To substantiate some of my qualitative data, I 

used to counter-check them with oral information and vice-versa. 

It is on the basis of these material that I have reconstructed the thesis. The work is 

divided into five chapter. While the first and the second chapter are a general background and 

an overview of the land-holding patterns before the conquest of the region the remaining three 

chapters deal with the major theme, the dialectics of property ownership. Chapter three 

documents the land regime that prevailed in highland Bale from the period of incorporation to 
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the time of the invasion of the country by Italy. Chapter four assesses and investigates 

relationships between taxation and land measurement, as well as their concomitant effects. In 

chapter five, I have reviewed the extent and features of tenancy in the region. 

To avoid unnecessary inaccuracies in translations, I have decided to give quotations 

first in their original script and then their translation in English at the endnotes. This, I hope, 

would help to solve problems arising in translating idiomatic and nuance of expressions. 

The history of land-ownership is too vast and complicated to be fully reconstructed in 

so a narrow scope. I hope that this thesis will be one break (or step) in the reconstruction of a 

complete history on the subject. 

v 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

The later part of the nineteenth century was a period during which the conquest and 

incorporation of the southern regions into the Ethiopian Empire was undertaken by Menilek 

II (r. 1889-1913). Though the incorporation was carried out on different pretexts, there is no 

doubt that the motives of Menilek were, mainly, economic. Existing literature contends that 

the conquest resulted in the confiscation of land from southerners for apportionment among 

the conquerors. The argument is that after conquest land was assessed and divided into three 

parts, to be apportioned among the state, the Church and the local owners or, in some cases, 

local "chiefs" . The local people, according to this literature, are said to have in many places 

became tenants of the northerners, losing their traditional rights to land. I Many scholars 

argue also that in those regions where there was little or no resistance, local leaders were 

sustained in positions of authority (with the new title of balabbat) and were, by way of 

reward for their "collaboration", given up to a third (Amharic: siso) as their private property? 

There is no doubt that the ' conquest of the south was followed by the alteration of 

previously existing property regimes. There is also some degree of truth in some of the 

specific claims made in the literature. However, this should not lead us to lose sight of 

developments that did not conform to the standard view. Evidence from some primary 

sources indicates that, for the first few decades following the conquest of the south, the 

majority of the southern peasantry continued to hold their lands and were paying taxes to the 

state or to its local agents. Mahtama-Sellase, who was very knowledgeable on the imperial 

land tenure system, for instance, shows that a considerable number of the tax paying land 

owners were found in "non-qalad regions" (areas where land measurement and subsequent 

reallocation did not take place)? According to him, indigenous land owners in these 
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provinces were confirmed in their previous holdings and thus were not expropriated. What is 

more, even in some of the regions where fierce resistance was offered against Menilek's 

conquest, like Walayta for instance, no land measurement had taken place for more than a 

decade and thus no redistribution ofland among different claimants.4 

Investigation into the history of highland Bale, a sub-region on which this paper focuses, 

also indicates that a wholesale, outright expropriation of the population did not take place at 

any point. The allocation of the theoretical one-third of land to the balabbats was not also 

carried out. For the first five decades following the conquest, alienation of land that did take 

place was minimal and systematic. It occurred mainly by way of punishment for rebellion or 

under the metaphore of "gifts" from the peasantry. 

Thus in highland Bale, what the state distributed to its military, civil and ecclesiastical 

personnel was not land but the right to extract tribute (in the form of both goods and 

services) from the land owning peasantry. As will be explained in some detail in chapter 

three, the local people were assigned as gabbars (tribute paying peasants) to the governors 

and their retainers (who together came to be known as niijiafia). 

By and large, both in those areas, where individual tenure evolved and where communal 

ownership prevailed before conquest, local chiefs remained in administrative positions but at 

the lower level. Similarly, following the incorporation of Bale many of the Arssi5 gossa or 

clan leaders known as Bahira were maintained in their positions, also as balabbats. But, 

contrary to practices common elsewhere in the South, they were not rewarded with land. 

They retained control only over lands that were left behind for them by their ancestors. Of 

course, they were given gab bars to work for them.6 

As I have alluded to above, payment of salary to military or civil officials of the 

state was unusual in the history of Ethiopia. Instead they were provided with grants of 
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land either on permanent basis (rest) or temporarily as madtirya (also known as mtitktiya­

manqaya)? In those regions, where land was not measured and distributed, peasants were 

allotted to individuals for tribute purposes. The number of gtibbar that each official or 

retainer received depended on his rank and on his standing with the governor. It was this 

system that came to be known as quter gtibbar (the distribution by "counting" the gtibbar 

for tribute).8 The tribute, which the gtibbar paid to the soldiery and other members of the 

northern establishment, varied from place to place but also included arbitrary labour 

servIces. As I will explain in detail later in the paper, I argue that the peasantry who were 

adscripted for tribute purpose had retained their lands after incorporation . 

Although agriculture was practiced in highland Bale starting from very early times, 

the main economic activity ofthe peasantry was l~vestock-keeping . It might be due to this 

that the amount of tribute that each gabbar was expected to pay to his overlord depended 

mainly on the size of his livestock. But it is apparent that the state allocated the peasantry 

to the northerners as gtibbar on the assumption that they retained control of the land on 

which they settled. Thus, at least immediately, the conquest was felt not in terms of loss 

of land, but in terms of extraction of tribute. The ntijttifia made multiple and onerous 

demands on the gabbar, both in terms of material goods and labour services. In addition 

to these, the gtibbar was also required to pay asrat (a tenth of his produce) to the 

government. In this study, I will present material that supports the argument that the 

difference between the rest-owning peasant of the north and the gtibbar of the south was 

not so much in terms of institutions governing land tenure, but mainly in the forms of 

extraction that they were exposed to. 

The claim that it was Menilek's confiscation and redistribution of lands after the 

conquest that led to the evolution of private land ownership in the South requires re-
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examination. Minilek's land-related decrees and subsequent proclamations by his 

successors (including the 1931 constitution by Emperor HayHi-Sellase, r.1930-1974), were 

applications of the principles of the land tenure laws that prevailed in the north to the new 

imperial subjects in the South. The decrees simply adjusted the land tenure system in the 

south to that of the north step by step, and facilitated the development from group tenure 

and temporary tenure to private and permanent tenure. This happened both for local 

peasants and northerners who had come to settle in the South.9 

It was as of the early decades of the twentieth century that the new property regime 

started to take shape in highland Bale. However, the process was slow and gradual. On 

the one hand, some of the local people began to claim a certain amount of gossa land as 

their individual property. They claimed such lands as their private property with the rights 

of transfer to an outsider either by sale, wurs or gift. Similarly, those northerners, who 

were given land by the state or by the local people also held it as their individual property. 

On the other hand, gossa or lineage ownership of land continued to be adhered to by the 

larger proportion of the peasantry. Hence the traditional pattern of landholding militated 

against the development of private property in the strict sense of the term. At the same 

time, though the state did not officially outlaw rights to collective ancestral lands, it seems 

to have sanctioned the property claims of each peasant together with his relatives. The 

granting, by the state, of tributary right to the niiftiinas over the peasantry had by itself 

started the process of individualization, for each giibbar was primarily recognized by the 

state as a landowning taxpayer. 10. 

As stated above, animal husbandry was practiced in Bale side by side with 

agriculture. The latter was practiced on small homestead farms. There are some 

indications that the incorporation into the Ethiopian Empire speeded up the conversion of 
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the population from cattle keepers to predominantly cereal producing cultivators. Animal 

husbandry, however, was never abandoned. The literature on the issue underscores that 

the expansion of individual holdings resulted in the reduction of grazing land, thus forcing 

the pastoralists to turn to agriculture. However, evidence from local sources attributes 

such development mainly to the evolving system of taxation. The dominant form of 

tribute that the malkafia (local officialls) and the shalaqa (governors, commanders) 

required from the peasantry was cereals. To obtain these products the gab bar had to 

expand his farmlands. l1 This was true especially in the highland areas of the province with 

the relatively high population density, like the districts of Dodo la, Goba and Sinana. 

An equally important development in the first few decades of the twentieth century 

was the efforts made by the government to lighten the burden of the gabbar. In its decree 

of November 1928, for instance, the government promUlgated a law that would prohibit 

landlords from requiring "extra works" from their gab bars. Specifically for Bale, an 

attempt was made in 1932 to introduce reforms in tax payments along with the abolition 

of forced labour. While taxes were to be paid under four categories, ranging from ten 

Ethiopian birr to forty, payment of asrat was also commuted to cash. Instead of granting 

rights of tribute collection, arrangements were also made to pay salaries for civil and 

military officials. 12 However, for a variety of reasons, and also because of the Italian 

invasion that came shortly afterwards, it was impossible to implement the reforms in full. 

Following the short period of Italian occupation the state did not, contrary to 

common claims, introduce a new law governing ownership of land and transfer of 

property. To a large extent, it simply refined the already existing laws of control and 

extraction. Land, of course, came to be increasingly employed for the reinforcement of 

the monarchy's power, through a system of grants and gifts that favored its civil and 
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military followers, but the essentials of the system were not changed. The conversion of 

madarya lands into permanent holdings which some scholars identify as the chief 

characteristic of the post-liberation period, as well as the dispossession of the local people, 

which many associat with this process,13 thus requires further investigation. Evidence 

from local sources, as will be dealt with later, shows that the amount of land held as 

madarya was small, its conversion to permanent tenure did not result in the dispossession 

of the local gab bars. The new land grants were made from what was known as 

"government land", mostly lands that were supposedly not settled. 

Hence there was necessarily no direct relationship between the granting of land to 

new beneficiaries or the conversion of previously temporary tenures to permanent tenures 

and the dispossession of the local gab bar . 14 For instance, according to one of the 

documents that I have come across in the archives of the Ministry of Interior (deposited in 

the Walda-Masqal Tariku Memorial Research Center), the size of madarya lands 

registered in the pre-war period in Goba warada was found to be only about eight gashas 

of land as against 6,945 gashas of gab bar lands. 15 

There is no doubt that land grants in the post-liberation period were made 

extensively by the state. The grants, though an extension of previous principles, provided 

for access to land by a wide range of groups in the society, from patriots and exiles down 

to "landless Ethiopians". 16 And a considerable number of these grants were made in the 

province of Bale. Out of nearly five million hectares of land which is said to have been 

granted throughout the country,17 about 30 percent was located in Bale. 18 Still, possession 

of land on individual basis, however, did not presuppose the expansion of what is called 

"privatization" in the Western sense of the term. As I will explain further in chapter four 

of this thesis, traditional inheritance laws constrained the power of land -owners to dispose 
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of their properties, as they wanted. Both my informants and archival sources indicate that 

an individual owner could not transfer the land to an outsider without the consent of 

relatives and co-heirs. 19 But such inheritance law was, mainly, introduced from the north. 

As I have stated earlier, allocation of lands was not carried out through a direct 

expropriation of the peasantry, but from lands designated as government lands. However, 

there was also what came to be known as gebriitiillands, lands that were made to revert to 

the state due to the failure of the owner to pay taxes) . In addition to this there was wide­

spread corruption and fraud on the part of government officials involved in the business of 

measuring and assessing land both for size and quality. Hence, I will argue that it was 

not the land grant policy per se that brought about landlessness in highland Bale, but the 

burden of taxation and frauds by officials during land measurement. The building of a 

modem state through centralization and bureaucratization of its machinery was 

accompanied by the conversion of all taxes from payments in kind to payments in cash. 

The centralized and standardized system of revenue collection had become one of the 

major burdens on the peasantry and facilitated the process of dispossession in the 

proVInce. 

Equally important In the story of land tenure under the imperial rule was 

measurement of lands to which I have already alluded. Land measurement, of course, had 

a long history. In some of the sources it is said to have began in the seventeenth century?O 

The tradition was introduced to the south by Menilek. What is important for me is the 

views behind the purpose of the measurement itself. One group of scholars argues that 

Ethiopian rulers adopted land measurement in the south to retrieve tracts of land that they 

sought to grant to their functionaries or to sale to the local people. The second group 

7 



contends that the main motive was the generation of taxable lands. My findings support 

the conclusions of the latter group. 

As I will show in chapter four of this study, land measurement was introduced to 

Bale in the post-liberation period. It was carried out three times in the province, the first 

being in 1937 E.C. (1944/45) . This initial measurement was actually visual assessment?l 

It came after the proclamation that abolished the ntijttina-gtibbar system, a measure that 

was followed by the centralization of the system of revenue collection.22 The 

measurement and remeasurement of lands was an attempt to generate taxable resources by 

converting collective owners into individual holders. That is, it was a drive to increase 

revenue from lands by being more and more precise about amounts held by individuals 

and through a determination of "fertility". Archival sources that I discovered strongly 

support this conclusion. Many of the letters sent to the province of Bale and its different 

districts from the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Finance indicate that the major 

purpose behind land measurement was facilitating the collection of taxes. Thus, for 

instance, the Ministry of Finance urged the governor of Bale Fitawrari Taddasa Nagash in 

August 1953 to strictly supervise the ongoing measurement of land in the awraja for the 

amount of taxes that would be due . to the state depended on how much land actually 

existed.23 

Be that as it may, it is apparent that the process of land measurement was attended 

by substantial abuse ranging from official fraud to intimidation of the peasantry by 

officials who were in pursuit of their own material benefit. There are also indications that 

the determination of taxes on the basis of land measurement imposed heavy burdens on 

the peasantry, burdens that many were simply not able to bear. In the province of Bal~ 

default on taxes thus appears to have become one of the principal factors behind the loss 
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of land by the local people. One of the sources from the provincial administrative 

archives claims that something like 27 percent of lands were taken over by the state on the 

pretext that their owners had failed to pay taxes. 24 This loss of land had contributed to the 

expansion of tenancy in the province. Those peasants who lost their lands were forced to 

enter into tenancy terms with landlords. 

The 1950s and 1960s also saw growing transaction in land in highland Bale. The 

value of land increased due to the expansion of the market for food items as well as for 

cash crops like coffee. The increasing commercial value of land encouraged the sale of 

land by the local peasantry. It is also suggested in some sources that land ownership by a 

good number of Shoan settlers in highland Bale owes itself to this phenomenon, the 

Shoans having purchased the lands from local owners.25 Transfer of land through the 

agency of the market is sometimes attributed by scholars to the privatization of property 

which gave owners rights to dispose of their holdings without restriction. Proponents of 

this argument claim that peasants had lost control over their property because the financial 

strength of the rich had meant that the latter could make attractive offers to the peasantry, 

making the sale of land irr~sistible. It was privatization, according to this group, that 

opened up rural Ethiopia to the subversion of capital. As to the feature of what is termed 

as private tenure and the freedom of the owners on such lands, I have already made an 

allusion in the preceding descriptions: besides the constraints from the traditional 

inheritance principles, the state had also endorsed the tradition that gave kins and co-heir 

the right of first purchase. 26 

There were, however, a number of reasons for which peasants resorted to the sale 

of land. These included, among others, the need to obtain cash to pay taxes and buy 

consumer goods the pledges made to the liibiiqa (lawyer) during disputes on land between 
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previous owners and new claimants, and the role of wall ad-aged (mortgage). Wallad­

aged referred to a practice of giving land as security against a loan to the creditor. The 

latter would hold and use the land until the debt was paid. If the debtor failed to pay back 

on the prescribed time, his land would be appropriated by the lender. 27 

While a number of initiatives taken by the government of Hayla-Sellase in the post­

liberation period increased the amount of land that it could redistribute to its clients and 

supporters, it is apparent that the already landless peasantry were not able to benefit from 

those redistributions. Despite the 1952 proclamation that promised a grant of half a gasha 

of land to every unemployed and landless Ethiopian, the petitions in many of the southern 

provinces by peasants for land grants were not seriously entertained. In Arssi, for 

instance, Bizuwork found that many of the peasants who appealed for a grant of half a 

gasha were refused either outrightly or due to the bureaucratic red-tape?8 Under the 

circumstances, even their petitions against illegal eviction and confiscation were to no 

avail. I have documented below the struggle of the peasants of Goba and Dodola, in 

particular, against such loss of land. 

Documenting the initiatives and efforts of landless peasants to achieve control over 

land or small landholders to defend themselves against external pressures and subversions 

is one of the most important objectives of my research. Bale has been associated with the 

most famous and probably the only major peasant uprising against the imperial order in 

southern Ethiopia. Among the major factors for the rebellion is said to have been the 

confiscation of land by the agents of the imperial government under all kinds of pretexts, 

even though mal-administration and Somali agitation are also said to have been important 

contributing factors. 29 The duration of the rebellion (it lasted from 1963 to 1970), the 

involvement of both the ordinary peasantry and the local elite in it, as well as the severity 
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of the repressive measures that were taken by the state combine to make the rebellion a 

truly significant development in the history of southern Ethiopia, especially of the Oromo 

people. However, it is not within the scope of this study to deal with the whole process of 

the rebellion. But I have examined the extent of involvement of the highland population 

in the rebellion, and assessed the degree to which the land issue in the highlands had to do 

with the struggle. For even though the center of the rebellion was largely in the lowland 

districts of the province, the highlanders had also participated mainly in the form of 

material and moral support to the rebels. 

However, it appears that the very scale of the Bale rebellion, which made it figure 

prominently in the literature, appears to have caused a number of other local and less­

organized forms of resistance to be overlooked. The study of peasant resistance should 

not be limited to the study of open and large-scale rebellions only. Equally important are 

the efforts made by individuals as well as the ways they went about fighting the forces that 

were beyond their power or means to stop. Local primary sources, both written and oral, 

that I have come across in the study area and here in Addis Ababa attest that there was 

substantial disaffection in the province. This was largely manifested through petitions but 

also through small-scale, subterranean acts of sabotage like physical threats and tax 

evasion. In my work I have assessed the case of peasants of Dod 01 a as an example of such 

a movement and examined the degree to which the government accommodated local 

reactions. 

If half the narrative on the political economy ofland in highland Bale is the gradual 

and expanding dispossession of the local land-owning peasantry, the other half of the 

narrative was the shifting and increasingly tightening conditions of tenancy for the 

peasantry who had to live and work on lands owned by others. Tenancy took many forms 
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in Bale: from long-term rentals of land to adhoc arrangements of sharecroping.30 There 

were local tenants and immigrant tenants. Yet the major trajectory of change in the story 

of tenancy in Bale seems to have been the tightening of tenancy terms and the increasing 

degree of insecurity of tenure, leading to greater and greater poverty and widespread 

eviction. 

Expansion of tenancy and increasing tenant insecurity was observed in the last two-

and-a-half decades of the imperial era. According to a survey conducted in the early 

1970s, about 38 percent of the peasants in the three highland districts of Dodola, Sinana 

(Robe) and Adaba were found to be tenant farmers?l But I argue that large proportion of 

tenants held their own small plot of lands in addition. In this study I have devoted some 

space to the evolution of tenancy, to the shifting and changing conditions under which 

land and labour were brought together, to the role of both local and central government 

institutions in the history of tenancy as well as to the initiatives of tenant farmers to 

protect themselves from the increasingly harsh conditions of access to land. 
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Chapter II 

A History of Highland Bale to the1890s, An Overview: 
Social Formation and Lineage Ownership of Land 

2.1. Geographical Setting 

The province of Bale is located in southeastern Ethiopia neatly bounded by the 

Rivers of Wabe Shabale to the north and east, and Ganale to the south and west. The 

Somali Regional State borders on Bale in the south. Before its partition in 1987 into the 

separate administrative regions of Bale proper and the autonomous re:gion of Ogaden, the 

province covered an area of 124,600 square kilometers, the second largest in Ethiopia next 

to Hararge. Administratively, Bale was divided into five awrajas, namely Mandoyu 

(previously known as Fassil), Ganale, Wabe, Dallo and EI Kere. It had altogether about 25 

wdrddas. 1 At present, under the new government, established in 1991, the province (zone) 

of Bale, comprises about 17 wdrddas with a total area of 71,208 square kilometers? 

The province of Bale is divided into three major altitudinal zones. These are 

bddda (highland), bdddii-diire (intermediate or midland) and gdmmojji (lowland). The 

bddda zone which embraces those lands which are conducive for agricultural activity 

includes the Dodola and Adaba waradas of Ganale awraja, the whole of Mandoyu awraja 

excluding only the southern parts of Goro wdrdda; some parts of Wabe, especially 

Gololcha and Ginnir wdrddas. The topography of these wdrddas is, largely, plain with an 

average elevation of above 2,200 meters. In these areas, the land rises to as high as 4,307 

meters at Mount Battu. This climatic zone has a mean -annual rainfall of 800 to 1000 

millimeters. The rest of the wtirddas of the region are in the intermediate and lowland 

zones with their populations clinging to animal husbandry? 
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Bale is endowed with considerable amount of water resources. Natural spring 

waters emanate from the high plateau. While the rivers of Wabe Shabale and Ganale are 

the major ones, Manna, Wayb and Walmal are also notable rivers of the province. 

Besides these natural resources, one of the national parks, the Bale Mountain National 

Park, is also found in the province. The park has varieties of mammals and birds, which 

are endemic to Ethiopia. The Mountain Nyala (Tragelaphae Buxton) and Menilek's Bush 

Buck are the major attractions.4 

The altitudinal and climatic variations largely determined the pattern of settlement 

and occupation of the people of Bale. Out of the 1,271,864 inhabitants (according to the 

1994 census), the overwhelming majority live in the highland areas with a population 

density of about 20 persons per square kilometer. 5 Hence, the highest percentage of the 

population inhabited the awrajas of Ganale, Wabe and Mandoyu where the climate is 

suitable and the soil is also congenial to cultivation. The 1984 statistical report indicates 

that the three highland waradas of Goba, Sinana and Dodola are the most densely 

populated districts with a total population of more than 200,000. In these waradas and 

many of the other highland areas cultivation of various crops like barley, wheat and tej is 

widely pfticed.6 

2.2. Pre-Conquest Socio-Economic Organization 

Prior to the incorporation of the southern regions into the Ethiopian Empire, Bale 

was settled by pastoral and semi-pastoral Arssi Oromo people. Culturally, they shared 

many of the social, economic and political characteristics of the other Oromo groupS.7 

The most important feature of the society was the centrality of the lineage (gossa) in both 
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its political and socio-economic organization. Leadership of each gossa was based on 

membership and seniority but functioned on the basis of the gada system. The gada 

system was a complex form of organization that provided rules and regulations of social 

interaction. It was a system complete with legislative, executive and judicial branches. 

Among the Arssi, land was owned by the gossa and it was regarded as the 

common property of all lineage members. While there was little stratification within each 

lineage group, intermittent gossa conflicts over the custodianship of lands prevailed in the 

regIOn. 

states: 

Though the gada institution was the basis of cultural homogeneity, as Gebru 

Kinship was the principal idiom of social interaction mediating 

economic, political, and cultural activities. Production and 

distribution, communal solidarity and conflict, ritual and 

ceremonial activities, jural and political obligations and peoples' 

relationship to the environment were all closely tied to kinship 

organization. 8 

Such kinship structure had many classifications that originated through continuous 

segmentation of the society. 

According to Arssi genealogical tradition, a man called Arsse, whose descent was 

from one of the Oromo moieties of Barentu, had two sons named Mando and Siko. These 

two, in tum, are said to have fathered seven and five sons respectively. In a number of 

generations, these twelve sons developed into gossas. A loose confederation of gossas 

constituted a "tribal" cluster. These Arssi gossas had through time expanded into different 

regions including Arssi proper, southern Shoa, Sidamo and Bale.9 
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We do not know when the two principal gossas of the Arssi, the Mando and the 

Siko, had emerged or when the Arssi as a "tribal" cluster had come to occupy their current 

territorial positions. What we know is that, while the other Oromo groups had moved 

north, south, east and west during the sixteenth century expansion, the Arssi remained in 

their original homeland. There is a general consensus among many scholars that the south 

and southeastern part of Ethiopia is the ancient homeland of the Oromo.l0 Bale, of course, 

is part of this ancient region. My informants also say that the western part of Bale at 

Madda Walabu is their ancestral homeland and that the home of the Abba Muda in Dallo 

awraja has been a place for their annual pilgrimage. 11 It is not within the scope of this 

study to deal with the question of the origin of the Oromo. But, it is important to note that 

Bale was one of the original settlements of the Oromo people, and especially of the Arssi. 

Bale is also heir to the medieval Muslim state of Bali, which is said to have been 

overrun and occupied by the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia several times in the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries. Sometime between these events and the population movement of 

the Oromo in the sixteenth century, the area of present-day Bale appears to have come 

under the full control of the Arssi-Oromo.12 

As to the pattern of their settlement, there are some indications that the Mando 

for the most part came to occupy parts of the region to the west of the Wayb river, while 

the Siko occupied areas to the east and north of this river. The Wayb actually divides Bale 

roughly in to two halves. 13 

In the kinship organization, the smallest unit was the warra (family). Above the 

warra were the balbala (a minimal lineage group). A number of balbala together formed 

the gossa. However, there is lack of clarity in the use of the term gossa among the Arssi . 

The term referred to the whole of Arsii or the sub-divisions or even the minimal lineage. It 

16 



/ 
" 

-

: 

/ 
-.~- .. / 

-~:: ' .. , . ,< 

> 

z 



• 

-

.. 

• 

.. 

-

is thus important to be specific about which level of a lineage we are referring to. For the 

purpose of this study, with the agreement of many of my informants, I will use Arssi to 

refer to a "tribal" cluster; the Mando and Siko as the moieties, and their branches as gossa 

and the minimal lineage as balbala . 

Among the Arssi-Oromo, the gada organization functioned at the level of the 

gossa and not at the level of the whole society. Each gossa had its own gada assembly 

known as sadeta (an assembly of eight men). The Abba Bokku, (possessor of the scepter) 

was an overall leader in the gada political institution. He was elected every eight years 

from among the five-gada cycles of Birmiiji, Bultuma, Horiita, Bahara and Robale. In the 

previous periods, it seems that the Abba Bokku had a deputy known as Bahira or Hokka. 

While the office of the Abba Bokku was elective, that of Bahira was hereditary. 14 

May be due to the Islamization of the people and for reasons which are not entirely 

clear to us, the importance of the gada system and the role of the Abba Bokku had come to 

be undermined among the highland communities of the Arssi. In fact, the Abba Bokku's 

position seems to have been submerged by that of the Bahira. The Bahira, a hereditary 

official mostly chosen from the angaja lineage group (genealogically elder) had assumed a 

leading role in the gossa. He became the one who had to decide on major issues such as 

arbiterating and mediating gossa conflicts, punishment of criminals by death including 

hanging (toga hidhu) as well as the introduction and amendment of laws. 15 This does not 

mean that the gada practice was dropped entirely, but while the highlanders had integrated 

it into the Islamic religion, the lowlanders had continued to adhere to it to the present . The 

kinship group among the Arssi is patrilinial. It was formed by groups of families whose 

members possessed cattle, goats, sheep and rudimentary tools individually, but had 
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theoretically equal access to gossa land. It was such a "classless" society that cultural 

homogeneity and egalitarianism were its dominant characteristics. 

Each gossa appears to have owned lands with identifiable limits. Informants 

claim that every gossa possessed lands transmitted to it by the founding fathers. It is 

believed that since the Oromo were pastoral, those forefathers preferred lands that they 

found to be suitable for their herds. To mark the colonization of the areas, they would lay 

leaves known in Afan Oromo as bald bufdta (symbolic leaves of occupation). Every gossa 

that sought new lands followed the same tradition. 16 Ketebo, who has recently carried out 

historical research in Arssi proper has also noted the same phenomenon. He states that, 

'According to Arssi tradition, land was occupied by laying leaves (Bald Bu/dta) to 

establish precedence, which was similar to Qabiye (land holding right) among the Wallaga 

Oromo".I? Unlike that of the Western Oromo groups, possession of land through bald 

bufdta, however, did not lead to the rise of private ownership of land. Since all members 

of each gossa belonged to the lineage group, there was no basis for denying access to land 

to all members. Not only this, the abundance of land compared to the smaller size of 

populations must have also discouraged the evolution of individual ownership of land. 18 

Land, owned by a gossa, basically remained to be a group property. 

Nevertheless, after series of generations and the beginning of settled life among some of 

the highlanders, claims to first use rights resulted in hierarchies of rights on lands. 

Accordingly, three categories of possession rights on land appeared to have developed. On 

the one hand, individual warra or households claim first-hand use rights on lands around 

their homesteads. On the other hand, members of a balbala would claim a first use right in 

their domain. On the third level, there existed gossa ownership of land whereby all 

members maintained usufiuctuary rights over the whole domain. Of course, all the 
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balbalas and the warras under them held land under the supreme gossa land right. Hence 

the categories were largely overlapping and must not be seen exclusively. Lands, which 

were originally owned by the gossa, might have been through time divided into 

ownerships by the balbala. Similarly that of the balbala might have gotten reduced to 

those of the warra. 19 Despite all these internal classifications, gossa ownership of land 

appeared to be the dominant feature of the land holding system in highland areas of Bale . 

Membership in a gossa unit could not be claimed by marriage or any other means 

except by birth. And, it would be recognized only through the father's line. An Arssi 

Oromo could not get married to a woman from his own gossa, either. Besides, married 

women could not claim membership in their fathers' gossa and thus could not claim land 

rights in those lineages. A woman would be recognized as a member of her husband's 

gossa for as long as her marriage lasted. Similarily, children would not be regarded as 

members of their mother's gossa, and thus could not claim lands in their mothers' lineage 

groups. They are regarded as members of their father's gossa in which they would claim 

inheritance and use-rights on the lineage land. Slightly different inheritance rights in 

particular seem to have been applicable to the small homestead farms in the highland areas 

of the province. 20 

At times, of course, an outsider could join a lineage land owning group through 

gosomsu or moggasa, traditional institutions of associating strangers into the community. 

The stranger would be sworn in as member in a ceremony. In general, the system 

bestowed usufructuary rights on land either for pasture or agriculture, to individuals as 

members of groups. Transfer by sale, gift or mortgage were unknown.21 Land use rights 

were generally heritable but subject to some control. 
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Traditional inheritance laws among the Oromo of Bale discriminated against 

women. Widows could not claim arable lands that belonged to their deceased husbands . 

The property would pass only to the children. Or the widow would be married to one of 

the brothers of her deceased husband. Levirate, known locally as dhala, was practiced to 

avoid the bringing up of the children without fathers. Some of my informants, however, 

argued that such limits on women's property right were introduced with the adoption of 

Islam. Islamic law of inheritance, which calls for the apportionment of property among 

male members of a family on an equal basis had, in fact also limited the privilege of the 

elder son to take the largest portion of his father's property.22 Hence there was no way of 

developing exclusive individual ownership of property that could lead to the rise of 

classes within the society. Group ownership of land and the cooperation of the gossa 

members apparently reinforced each other. The lineage system was the basis for the 

feeling of oneness and mutual cooperation. 

That ownership of land was invested in the group does not entail the absence of 

private property. As I pointed out above, moveable properties of the household including 

cattle, goats, sheep and household implements belonged to the individual peasant. In fact 

it was the size of herds that individuals owned that determined their poorness or 

richness.23 

Though they were predominantly dependent on animal husbandry, the 

highlanders, especially those who inhabited the present day wtirtidas of Dodola, Ad aba, 

Sinana, Agarfa and Golo1cha were not alien to agricultural activity. They also practiced 

sedentary agriculture. Hoe cultivation was practiced on a very limited scale on farms 

around patriarchal homesteads. In this highland area of the province, some literature 

claims the prevalence of agricultural activity even prior to the sixteenth century. 

20 



-

• 

• 

.. 

-

Haberland, for instance, argues that the Oromo in this region used the hoe, "but there was 

not manuring and only one type of plant was grown, barley.,,24 These small farms were 

worked by human labour using sticks and hoes. But we have no information as to the use 

of the plow or oxen. Neither were my informants able to establish this. Many say that the 

iron plow was a recent phenomenon, having been introduced to the region following the 

incorporation of Bale by Emperor Menilek. 25 

Lineage (i.e group) ownership of land gave the peasants a feeling of security. 

They could cultivate land in the amount that their labour endowment permitted. But a 

number of factors inhibited the expansion of agricultural activities. Besides the 

rudimentary nature of agricultural implements, the absence of trade in cereals seem to 

have discouraged production beyond family needs. Thus agricultural activity was limited 

to a subsistence level and was supplemented by animal products. Moreover, there was no 

external demand or pressure that would force the peasant to produce more. Local chiefs, 

for instance, did not require tribute or tax from the peasantry since they themselves were 

producers. Hence, the largest household farms were said to be not more than three or four 

midd.f (halfto two-third of a hectare )?6 

I have already alluded to conflicts between the different gossas of the Arssi in 

Bale. Accordingly, since effective occupation was achieved through conquest, water and 

grazing lands seem to have been the sources of intermittent inter -gossa strife, with the 

strongest gossa intending to establish dominance over vast stretches of land. Particularly 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the growing number of human and animal 

population might have resulted in frequent conflicts. Thus, conflicts are said to have taken 

place between the gossas of Karmamida, in Goba, and Walashe, in Sinana. Similarly, 

conflicts are said to have existed between the Garora and the Hamida in Sinana warada. 
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The Hamida whose territory was separated from that of the Garora by a hill, recite a folk 

memory of Garora attack across the hill in the form of the following triplet. 

Gara tate Garora narra hin dhowine, 

Lafa tate Gar01"a natti hin mul 'ifni, 

Mali ati kan hundaf hin tane. 27 

Despite such clan conflicts, there was no colonization and domination of one by 

the other. Even if total defeat occurred, the defeated gossa were integrated into the 

dominant gossa on an equal basis. Neither had this led to the rise of strong men as rulers 

ofgossas. 

On the whole, unlike the other Oromo groups such as the Gibe Oromo and that of 

Wallaga who had developed monarchical forms,28 the Arssi Oromo of the highland 

regions had neither states nor even strong gada practices in the late nineteenth century. 

They seem to have had a loose confederation of gossas, particularly between the two 

groups of Mando and Siko. The angafa gossas of these moieties, namely the Walashe 

and Sabro, respectively, are said to have had occasional meetings to make and adjucate 

rules.29 At any rate, the strength and the degree of the cohesiveness of their relation and 

the reasons for the absence of state in the region requires further investigation. For the 

purposes of this study, it suffices to state that on the eve of the coming of the Shoans, the 

Oromo of Bale practiced group ownership of land but the political and military 

organization at the level of the gossa as well as among the gossas was rather loose and 

incoherent. It might be safe to conclude that the Oromo of Bale seem to have been in a 

kind of transition from gossa based political life to a confederation of gossas in the late 

nineteenth century. 
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Chapter III 

Incorporation and the Emergence of a New 

Land Regime to 1941 

The incorporation of Bale into the Ethiopian Empire resulted in the establishment 

of a property regime in which the local people were adscripted to northern settlers, 

consisting of governors and their retainers. The peasantry became tribute paying, 

forwarding such tributes as would have gone to the state to its local representatives. The 

local chiefs, who were incorporated into the new administration, facilitated the process of 

attaching the northerners to the local peasantry, literally person to person. Thus, initially, 

the effect of the conquest was felt not in the expropriation of land, but in the form of 

tribute and extra exaction. 

To have a clear understanding of the property regime that evolved in the province, 

it is important to look into the process of incorporation itself. It was the form of 

incorporation that determined the demographic size of the conquerors and thus the tenure 

system in the highland areas. 

3.1. Incorporation of Bale 

The conquest of Bale was achieved through diplomatic persuaSIOn, political 

subversion and military activity facilitated by a spread of disease, allegedly introduced by 

Ras Darge. Ras Darge Sahla-Sellase, paternal uncle of Menilek IT, was an architect of 
c.---- --

Bale's incorporation into the Ethiopian Empire. The incorporation of Arssi, also, was a 

task entrusted to Ras Darge. The conquest of Arssi was accomplished in 1886. I It was, 

however, between 1891 and 1892 that the incorporation of Bale was achieved. Bairu 
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writes that "between 1887, when he returned from Harar, and 1900, the year of his death, 

Ras Darge ventured out only once, when he led an expedition to Bale from October 1891 

to July 1892."2 

Before he crossed into Bale, Ras Darge is said to have sent his spies, one of 

whom was a man called Sheikh Busari, under the cover of being a preacher ofIslam. He 

was sent to gather intelligence information on the general conditions in the province. 

The Oromo of Bale were not unaware of the resistance offered by Arssi and the 

persecution that they had suffered. Conscious of his inferior military power and 

armaments, and hoping to preserve his position as a clan leader and his lands, one of the 

local chiefs in highland Bale, Kabir Hubba, is said to have made the first peaceful 

submission to Ras Darge. 3 

Initially, both the Mando and the Sikko were requested by Darge to send their 

representatives to negotiate the terms of submission. Accordingly, Watte Debu of the 

Mando from the gossa of Kadu and Kabir Huba of the Sikko from the gossa of Koloba 

were sent to Koloba, an area on the edge ofWabe Shabale gorge in Bale. Most probably 

through the persuasion of Sheikh Busari, as claimed by my informants, Kabir Huba 

recognized Ras Darge as his overlord. This he did without asking the consent of his 

people. Watte Debu returned to his locality to "discuss the issue" with his people. Terms 

of peaceful submission for Kabir-Huba are said to have included the retention of power 

by him and of land by the peasantry, with of course, tribute obligations.4 The submission 

of Kabir Huba must have something to do with his knowledge of the occupation of Arssi, 

the killing of a large number of people and confiscation of the lands of those who tried to 

resist. He also knew that those who did not revolt against the Amharas were treated 

mildly. All of these he knew because his clan territory bordered on those of the Arssi. 
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Following the submission of Kabir Hubba, Darge's force crossed Wabe Shabale 

and encamped at Luka-Wale. There, the Shoan General established the first fortification 

in highland Bale known as Guranda. 5 

The Oromo of Man do met at a market place called Hambare, to the east of today IS 

Goba town and discussed Darg~fs threat. They decided to resist rather than submit. Darge 

repeatedly requested them to send their chiefs and elders to Guranda for submission. 

However, the Mandos are said to have refrained from negotiation and many of the 

gossas, through their Bahira, marched to prevent the enemy from crossing Wayb, a river 

that separates their territory from that of the Sikko. Facing each other on the two sides of 

the river, the forces are said to have stayed in position for few weeks. Finally, it was 

Darglf s forces that opened fire. The death of some of the most valiant warriors of the 

Mando, like Kusha Obsa, in the fighting is said to have demoralized the warriors. 

Darge's superior firearms played a role, of course, and eventually forced the 

Oromo to retreat. Darge's army was equipped with modern arms like rifles and cannons. 

On the contrary the Oromo were equipped with few muskets, spears and wante (shield). 

Thus, following its relatively easy victory the army set about "pacifying" the unorganized 

and poorly equipped gossas. Ras Darge, however, returned to Addis Ababa, leaving 

behind some of his lower officials to do the "pacification". These included men like 

Dajazmach Asfaw Darge and Dajazmach Walda-Gabriel, the latter better known by his 

horse name of Abba Sdytan. 6 

Despite their victory at Wayb, however, the Shoans faced further resistance. 

Following their defeat at the Battle of Wayb in 1892, the Oromo of Mando sent their 

representatives, led by Arabo Konso of the Karmamida gossa, with loads of tribute to 

confirm their submission. To ensure the complete allegiance of the Mando, Ddjjazmach 
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Asfaw Darge sent some of his soldiers to Karmamida, accompanied by Arabo. 

Immediately following their arrival at Karmamida in Goba, the soldiers were attacked by 

groups from the balbalas of Emary and Abarossa. Six of the soldiers were killed, with 

only one survivor being sent back to Guranda by Arabo. The incident angered 

Dajjazmach Asfaw, who dispatched one of his contingents, led by a certain Ras (?) 

Layah, to avenge the death of his soldiers. The army faced no resistance in its campaign 

from Guranda to Karmamida through present day Sinana warada. Arriving at the locality 

where the soldiers are said to have been killed, the army is said to have killed many 

members of the Emary and Abarossa sub clans and burnt their houses. Their cattle were 

also confiscated.7 Sintayehu states that "the army devastated the area, massacred people 

and burnt houses.,,8 

Informants Mamma Ebu and Hassan Saddo, who are descendants of the 

survivors, attest that it was a horrible massacre. Families of these informants escaped into 

forests and remained in hiding until things were pacified. It was, as we shall see later on, 

the lands belonging to these balbalas that was brought u!1der the direct control of the 

army. 9 

Following the campalgn In Karmamida Dajjazmach Asfaw decamped from 

Guranda and established a new garrison at Goba, in the heart of the Karmamida 

territory.l0 It was there that the gossa leaders from both Goba and Sinana, the waracias 

on which this study focuses, negotiated and declared their allegiance to the governor. 

Subsequently, Dajjazmach Asfaw extended his campaign into Dallo and further towards 

Borana. 

While the conquest of the awrajas of Mandoyu, Gannale and Dallo was achieved 

by Ras Darge and his son, Dajjazmach Asfaw, the eastern and southern parts of the 
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province, that is, the later awrqjas of Wabe and Elkere were subdued by DiiJjazmach 

Walda-Gabriel. Walda-Gabriel entered Bale from Harar in the east. It is said that when 

Darge's army was halted at Mandoyu, he sent a message to Ras Makonnen of Hararge, 

asking the latter to dispatch a battalion to overrun the eastern parts of Bale through 

Sheikh Hussen. The shrine of Sheikh Hussen, to which the people of Bale make 

religious pilgrimage, was expected by the Shoans to be the centre of Oromo resistance. 

Hence Diijjazmach Walda-Gabriel was interested in the pacification of this region. 

Despite the attempted resistance of the gossas of Hawatu and Rayitu, Walda-Gabriel 

faced no major problem. His diplomatic maneuver had brought the submission of the 

chiefs of these gossas, Shuti Elemo and Dadhi Tarre, respectively. Among others, the 

Diijjazmach is said to have promised the chiefs that they would retain their position.)) 

The lowland areas of the province, including Elkere, were also incorporated and pacified 

by the army, sent by Walda-Gabriel from his new centre of Ginnir. 12 

The incorporation of Bale is said to have been facilitated by a smallpox outbreak, 

allegedly introduced by Ras Darge. My Oromo informants unanimously agree that many 

of their men died due to the spread of the disease, which they claimed to have been 

introduced by a certain Sheikh Busari, Darge's spy. Besides massive death that it is said 

to have caused, the disease weakened the population and discouraged attempts for 

resistance. 13 Sintayehu writes that Busari is said to have "distributed bana and abujedid 

clothes contaminated with small pox pus to the people, particularly to the people of 

Elassa Kobo village [a gossa found around Goba]." 14 The disease caught on quickly and 

spread, killing a large number of people. 
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A group organized by the provincial administration to study the history of Bale in 

1983 has also recorded this tradition about the disease, its effect on the local people and 

its relationship with the incorporation. It reads as follows: 

t·il AC1, hAJf:faJ- h~~''HUlJ1- hil4.aJ- AC1, ~C hCft.' 

ft.,f"'~ h~~ o~" Z CDy.. qt\. I\uo7'j1C ft.,filOc fqt\. U1,lI 

I\.CD;J:faJ· h1~"'H~~ ill\ fltJD1'T hllehTaJ- .eH9"T f~O~ 

"'CD"~~'f: CDI\.. h~I\ U1C ftf~ Ocflt f.,.ql\ flal" f L 1fllfll 

hTqT Ohfl.~-"...e- fll? .ell lI~aJ-' CDy.. qt\. ouo7'j1C U1ffl. 

O"l1e;~OT (1:1" Ucf\. OL 1fllfll uo'?A f~"'~hl.aJ<1 Q;l.C:" 

~\ffl'lm'" Ouoilm~1: '" fll? fl\O(t Ucf\. OL 'fllfll Oa:1" 

h 1 Y...,. 'He; Oa;t-aJ- h(taJ- CDY.. (taJ- ouotfuo'f: U1ffl. OH.U 

Oa;t- OUOm?'f:e; ... [hu.u ~C] ... UOq>;JT h'1-A9" h1111C 

111\0 fqt\. U'HlI aUIJ'?t\.9'1-1 Aft t.il AC1, CD~ qt\. h '-"..1fl. 

... L.,.~::15 

Whether or not one accepts the tradition that the Shoans introduced the disease 

deliberately, there is little doubt that there was a spread of the disease at the time of the 

conquest and that it resulted in the death of a large number of people. We have actually 

an independent confirmation of the fact. 

In 1916 Arnold Hodson, a British consul to Southern Ethiopia, made an extensive 

journey from Addis Ababa to Mega, in Borana. On his way, he had visited Bale and 

observed the sparsity of the population, which on the basis of information from the 

governor of Bale [probably Ras Nadaw, ca. 1909-1917] he attributed to three things. " .... 

First of all a smallpox ravaged the country, then came the war with the Abyssinians in 

which the Gallas [Oromos] suffered heavily, and finally there was a severe famine.,,16 

This order of events suggests, of course, that the disease had preceded the conquest. But 

I , 

28 



it does not disprove the point that it had contributed to the weakness of the population 

and thus to their relatively easy submission. 

Thus, on the whole, the pacification of Bale could be said to have been achieved 

relatively peacefully. Immediately after the occupation leaders of the occupying army 

were assigned over the four districts of the province: Goba, Dodola, DaIlo and Ginnir. We 

cannot tell the number of these first arrivals in Bale. But owing to the easy submission of 

the population and to the transfer of some of the contingents to Borana and Ogaden, the 

size of the soldiery at that early point seems to have been relatively small. 

3.2. The Immediate Aftermath of Conquest 

In an attempt to "effectively control" the territory and help the provisioning of his 

soldiers, Dtijjazmach Asfaw is said to have appointed the Btihiras of each gossa as 

balabbats. Subsequently leaders of the various btilbtilas known as Haps were appointed 

as burqas or as local chiefs below the balabbat. 17 Hence many of the hereditary chiefs 

were retained in power albeit at a subordinate level to district governors who were all 

Shoans. 

In the appointment of the balabbats the case of two individuals Chakk6 Entale of 

Dallo and Bu'i Falama of Dodola, stands out for its unusual nature. Initially, the two 

individuals were sent to Ras Darge and Dtijjazmach Asfaw as messengers by their 

respective Btihiras. In other words, they had no official leadership positions in their 

respective communities. It is said, however, that they both presented themselves as 

representatives of their respective people and were appointed as balabbats. Both Chakke 

and Bu' i were appointed over large territories which developed into the awrajas of Dallo 

and Ganale respectively_ Their heirs, Gabra-Sellase Chakke and Walda-Mikael Bu'i, who 
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were also balabbats and Fitawrar;s were baptized as Christians. While these two had 

come to power outside of hereditary positions, other gossas forwarded only their 

traditional Bahiras. Informants claim that in an attempt not to disrupt local tradition 

(haZange), they upheld their former leaders. 18 

Government documents from the 1940's that refer to the early times also support 

the views of my informants. In his 1944 letter to the Ministry of Interior, the then 

governor of Bale, Diijjazmach Makurya Bantirgu stated that: 

fC) 4\ C) -f To 7}.ou -r + Y:CfP 0;14\ [}t(.!"CfP] II ou'} (l h· co ,e ') 9" Oth. to 

f+c)1l r~1 y: hll.? 1ft;> forz.yftC forz. +flJ ~OC ,eC) 4\ A :: 0~4\ 

<>J'} toft ~C1. U1?-,} O(llC -;},eA fl.y+~-r yeo- (lh- forz.C)t\eo­

f~1Y: co,e'}9" f"ll) hll.? f~Ol..eo- 0()4\9" ++1l~ hC~:1' 

y~1..14\:feo- 7'i.oui: 1l,}-fIl-r Il-reo-A~ hf+4\Il~ ,eneo­

hfthhUo'} hll?- hACOflJ9"::19 

The appointment of the balabbat and the burqa, however, was not a step towards 

the creation of a class of local landlords, but it was a means of attaching already existing 

structures of local government to the new system. The state retained local authorities in 

power partly because it could not manage to administer the whole province by itself (it 

was also busy pacifying the whole south) and partly because it wanted to integrate local 

leadership to the general Ethiopian system. It can also be said to have been a measure 

taken to prevent a nationalist reaction to the removal of traditional leaders. 

I will discus the role of local authorities later in this chapter, but it is important to 

point out here that the institution of the balabbat was at the very bottom of changes 

introduced into highland Bale in relation to land. The balabbats facilitated access by new 

officials, the soldiery and the clergy to the resources of the region. They also supervised 

the giibbar to make sure that the latter fulfilled the obligations imposed upon them. 
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Due to the scanty nature of the information we have, it is difficult to compose a 

full list of early balabbats. But we know that there were about fifty-four areas of 

appointment (see appendix 1). Out of these, seven were found in Goba, one in Dodola and 

seven in Sinana wiiradas?O 

Table I. Units of Balabbatnnat in Highland Bale 

Goba wiiriida Sinana wiiriida Dodola wiirada 
l. Karmamida Walashe Dodola 
2. Shedama Dawadina 
3. Kadu Garora 
4. Fassila Oborra 
5. Wacho Sinana 
6. Elassa Kabira 
7. Arana Hamida 

There has been a long - standing claim in the general literature that after the 

conquest of the southern regions, Menilek confiscated two-thirds of the lands of the local 

people and left the remaining to the balabbat?l In actual practice there was a great deal of 

regional variation. In the province of Bale what happened was neither outright 

expropriation of the population nor the allotment of the theoretical sf so (one-third) of land 

to the balabbat. The local people, the balabbats, the burqas as well as the ordinary 

peasants, largely retained the land that was passed down to them through inheritance. As 

it was later attested by one of the governors of Bale, the balabbats of Bale came to have 

little or nothing more than what they had inherited from their own forefathers : 

... (l~A 114\1l-r rTlll\aJ-r (lm· ... m· rfllC OIJ~"'L! O·C:,,~-r 

ill\lD':: O(l.C«I·~~l:r aJ-"'1' ~"'lD4\~:r OD4\aJ- hC"'-r .f14\:flD· 

"'l\tr~· hCl4\ll1:9" hO·C:"~1:r Qtr, trll1: hT4\l\.(.l\-r h6-()· 

C ... -r O ... ~,..+C 114\1l-r ~~ (l·c.4- ~~ h!l\ 9"C'J' lD~r fl." 

l\0IJ'l}-r il~:rAr:: ... "r, (llD· ... m- r°?~Hlf. o·c:J>r 

111C9" u·f\.r trCl-r rnnfl} C ... -r !4\:faJ- "'l\tr~· ~m':: (l·c.4-9" 
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fl." ~ 1J',J'~lt fCil:'" J\l\? hUDlf~ Oil1'4'C t\6·fI·9" I'JY1:tt 

I'Jfl1: Y11(J}4 heil:'" J\t\(lJ.::22 

The quote above holds two major points. First, the balabbats and the burqas 

served the state because they were traditional leaders, not because they were given lands 

by the state for which they have to provide services. The balabbats of Bale did not receive 

siso lands. Rather, they retained lands they inherited as members of their lineages. Second, 

the gab bar had also retained land transmitted to him from his fathers and forefathers . No 

one can claim ownership of land privately, although individuals possessed lands on which 

they lived and which they cultivated. The conquest did not deprive them of these lands. 

The peasantry was adscripted to the officials and the soldiery, known by the generic 

names of mal kana and najtana. Malkafla referred to officials who were part of the 

system of administration and who were assigned a number of gab bars, for their upkeep. 

Najtafia referred to soldier settlers. The two terms were sometimes used interchangeably 

in the region. Ownership of land remained in the hands of the lineage and possession in 

the hands of the gabbar. It was such land that was later referred to as rest. The reference 

to such lands as rest is not actually wrong, given the fact that in the northern half of the 

country also the term referred to land owned by lineages but actually possessed by 

individuals. Land in northern Ethiopia was communal only in the sense that the possessor 

could not transfer it to persons outside of his lineage. Possession remained individual. The 

same situation existed in Bale except that land sale, actually, did not exist. 

The effect of the conquest of Bale was thus felt not in terms of loss of land, but in 

the form of tribute exaction. As stated above, the local people were confirmed on their 

previous holdings but were assigned as giibbars to the officials and the soldiery from the 

north. This system was known as quter giibbar. The number of giibbar that each grantee 
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obtained depended on his rank and on his standing with the governor. In highland Bale, 

ordinary soldiers normally received about three to five gab bars, while higher officials got 

fourty to fifty .23 My information is more or less similar with what C.F.Rey observed in the 

country in the period under discussion. He notes that while a governor might have 200 to 

300 gab bar (which of course, was much greater than what the governors in Bale 

obtained), the soldier obtained "two or three gabbar as his share.,,24 

The low population density of highland Bale and the pastoralist way of life of 

many of the inhabitants must have limited the number of gabbars available for allocation 

to each ma/kana or nti.ft.ana. Informants agree that it was only those peasants who were 

practicing mixed farming that were adscripted to the northerners. The nomads were 

required only to render a certain amount of annual tribute to the governor?5 Gebru Tareke 

also argues that unlike the highland population, the lowland people were not directly 

affected much by the incorporation. Owing to the cultural and geographical imperatives, 

they remained relatively free from state penetration in their daily lives. It was only tribute 

that was imposed by the central government, which was to be collected by clan leaders.26 

The tribute which the gab bar paid to the ma/kana and to other members of the 

northern establishment varied from place to place but also included labour services. 

Tribute in kind included payment of grains, honey, and gesho (rhammls prinoides), and 

gifts of goats and oxen during Christian holidays of Masqa/, Easter, Epiphany and 

Christmas. Gabra- Wald Ingida-Warq states that in such quter gabbar areas like highland 

Bale, the gabbar paid additional three birr as "grazing fee", two Maria Theressa thalers 

each during annual holidays, Masqal, Christmas and Easter, altogether three times 

annually?7 
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The most important form of labour services was working on the malkana's or the 

sha/aqa's hudad (land set aside for the supply of the official and his household). He was 

expected to work on hudad lands three days a week. 28 Labour services were, however, 

more onerous because the gabbar was called upon to provide free labour above and 

beyond what was required of him. He was also required to grind flour, pound cereals, 

fetch water and firewood, build houses and fences, and herd his overlord's cattle. 

If the gabbar failed to accomplish these obligations, he would be punished. For 

instance, in one of the court cases in Goba, a certain Qanazmach Bitaw accused his 

gab bar, a certain Summa Bulle, for failure to deliver his tribute in cash as agreed upon 

mutually. Summa was unable to pay a fixed monthly tribute of fourty birr. Hence he was 

taken to court which was presided over by the governor, Dajjazmach Nasibu Zamanuel. 

The governor decided that since Summa had failed to pay the monthly tribute to his 

patron, he has to perform labour services in the amount and form that the other gab bar 

paid, including working on the farms and the provision of fire wood, gesho and other 

necessities. As to the arrears, though the Qanazmach was told that he had the legal right to 

detain Summa, the latter, however, decided to set him free, against a promise that 

Summa's sons would pay?9 

As of the second decade of the twentieth century, an increasing number of the 

malkanas in Bale began to extract tributes in cash. The payment was made on the basis of 

the standing of the gabbar in light of the four categories of gabbar. 30 The "richest" 

gabbar were known as abba afuri (arat awchi) used to pay fourty birr; next came the 

abba sadi (sost awchi) who used to pay thirty birr. They were followed by the abba lama 

(hulat awchi) who paid twenty birr. Finally, there were the abba tokko (and awchi) who 

paid ten birr. 
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The economic criterion used in this classification was mainly the size of herds that 

an individual giibbar owned. Those who possessed the required level of wealth were 

classified as wanna gabbar (main gabbar) not to be confused with mulu geber (full geber) 

which refers to a totality of tribute (cash, kind, labour) required of a peasant. The wanna 

gab bar were those who were believed to be able to pay the highest tribute. 

It was based upon the above classification that Summa (above) was designated as 

wanna gab bar and was required to pay fourty Ethiopian birr to his overlord. He failed to 

do so and the amount was reduced to thirty-five, which he still could not afford. It was 

because ofthis that the regime oflabour and tribute was re-imposed on him . 

As I have noted above, the classification and the size of the tribute was determined 

not on the basis of wealth in land but mainly on the basis of the size of herds that one 

possessed. In the words of a one-time governor of Bale, Captain Damisse Ambarber: 

flt.O hm-~jf "1t1-r 01111 h 28 q.9'" CM .. -r 1'1C +111\0 

f+$ml...m·'l "111C fD?hCj:I\m-9'" fh111~ OOJ'Iil'l ODl1t1-r 

"-f;1'f 4 hm-~ 3 hm-~ (J).n.+. "-f+'11\ '1m- "-11( 

"-1f..+ l...m· h1C 01111 fOD~~ ODl1t1-r'l OOJ'Iil O$"ltSJ''f. 

;1' ~.y. +19"'.y. h~f..1\ 9"': : 31 

The population of the highland was not, of course, totally pastoralist. The 

highlanders were dependent on mixed farming. Nevertheless, it is apparent that cattle were 

their chief economic resource for which reason they became the basis of taxation. Such 

practice of imposing tribute on the size of livestock was also carried out in other regions 

where land was not measured. Gabra-Wald tells us that in quter gab bar regions, the 

gab bar was counted and assigned to the governors and the naftana not only on the basis of 

his land but also on the basis of the size of his wealth (tedar) and livestock.32 
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Gabbar obligation was not limited to tribute required by his patron. He was also 

expected to pay asrat (a tenth of his produce) to the state, in this case to the local shalaqa. 

The payment was made mainly in grains, but sometimes in honey. These supplies were 

used to support soldiers who did not have gabbars of their own. Such soldiers were locally 

known as qila-bal (literally, bread-eaters). About eight to ten qunnas (24 to 30 kilos) of 

grain from the collected asrat and an annual salary of five birr is said to have been paid to 

each qita-bal soldier. 33 This payment appears to have been equivalent to payments made 

in other parts of the country.34 

We do not know precisely when asrat payment was started in highland Bale. We 

know that the system was introduced in 1892 by Menilek to substitute for the billeting of 

soldiers on the peasantry. A reform in the way of its collection and the amount of the 

asrat was made in 1921. The amount in those regions, where land measurement was 

undertaken, depended on the size and quality of the land. Quality in this case referred to 

whether or not the land is developed or not. 35 In high land Bale as well some of the settler 

landowners had their lands assessed visually in terms of gasha. Accordingly, the amount 

of asrat on such lands was determined to be ten dawulla (1 dawulla = 70 to 90 kilograms) 

per gasha of developed land (lam) five dawulla per gasha of semi-developed land (/dm­

la/), and two dawulla per gasha of uncultivated, (ldf) land?6 However, since gab bar land 

in highland Bale was not measured, the size of asrat was assessed by a group of men 

organized at a meslane level with the participation of local elders. The collection was 

supervised by the meslane (representative of the governor), the balabbat and the burqa. 

It was not the malkafias and the ntift/inas who obtained gab bar for their upkeep. It 

was also the local gentry. Depending on the size of his domain and his relationship with 

the government, a balabbat might get up to twenty gabbars and the burqa up to ten 
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gabbars. Those local peasants who joined and helped the Shoans during the initial 

pacification of the province are also said to have obtained two to five gab bars. These 

local elites thus got tribute rights over those gabbar who may be members of their own 

gossa. The burqa who had less than ten gab bar was paid an additional ten birr. But they 

had no right to claim gossa land either as rest or in temporary tenure. The relationship 

between the burqa and the gab bar residing in their respective domains was related only to 

the tribute obligations of the peasantry and the implimentation of the orders of the 

government: 

o-C~ fDt,fJl\aJ< 7i-oui: f~\Cll-r hl\~ lll\lY~ l\/r(}.1J" hCll-r 

hl\aJ<:: l\-taJt\:(1J" hl\~ lYe; YtiA:: hllC 'lfJC f°t.Ylf o-C~ 

h/r(}. h"7Hlf Oll-t<f>C "7llC h.e'lllCIJ" ~OC:: ~'lC "71 

fDt,hlftiTaJ< 'lfJ(!'l- 2'JllC 0;1' l- fl.lY~ f"7Ce; f J.'. lJDlf hllC 

llC 1l;J! h.e-th~l\aJ< "7llC "71 h.emf:"1J" ~OC::37 

Because he had administrative obligations, the burqa was exempted from 

payments of geber (tribute). It was the burqa who executes orders and comands 

introduced by the state at the grassroots level; it was the burqa who enforces payment of 

asrat through orders transmitted to him by the balabbat and the warada governor 

(meslane). Jointly with the balabbat the burqa also would assign gabbars who would 

work on hudad lands. 

However, the burqa were not directly under the command of the malkana. If he 

desired, each malkana could appoint his own shum (appointee) to collect tributes and 

other things from his gab bars. About four to six malkiinas could be superimposed on a 

number of gab bars in one burqinnaf8
. There were about 59 burqas in the warada of Goba 

and 98 in Sinana.39 
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The question now is why did the state allocate the Bale peasantry as quter gab bar 

instead of, say, taking over their lands and reducing them to tenancy? First, as I have 

pointed out in the preceding chapter, lands in highland Bale belonged to the gossa. 

Individual ownership was not known. Of course, homestead farms were claimed as 

"private property" but in actual sense even that was conditional. Hence, following the 

conquest, with the absence of privately owned land and the limited nature of agricultural 

activity, the state could not impose obligations on land. Rather obligation was attached to 

individual peasants. Second, conquest was not followed by wholesale confiscation of land 

in which case the northerners would have been given tribute rights on lands that came 

under the control of the state or granted to individuals. The land predominantly remained 

in the hands of the local people. Neither did the state undertake measurement and 

redistribution of land. This came much later, starting from the 1940s.4O Thus it was not 

the land but the number of the gabbar and their wealth that the state took in to account to 

provision its officials and the soldiery. However, there is no direct evidence that the state 

officially sanctioned the property rights of the peasantry. But it can be assumed that it did 

so tacitly. 

In the traditional political economy of Ethiopia, the elite and the soldiery were 

superimposed on the land-owning peasantry. They were entitled to appropriate tribute and 

taxes from the gabbar in lieu of salary. One or another kind of obligation had always been 

attached to land.41 It seems, like wise, that the Bale peasantry was designated gabbar and 

required to provide tributes by way of introducing the principles of the north to the south. 

Nevertheless, these obligations were rather arbitrary in highland Bale. If the 

gab bar failed to meet his tribute and labour obligations the overlord could confiscate or 

seize his livestock and land. Above all, the malktifla was often at liberty to whip or flog, 
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chain or detain his subjects even for relatively minor violations of his rights by them.42 

This might in part be related to the transitory nature of the tributary system. The malkana 

and the soldiery who were imposed on the gab bar, were transitory in a sense that as soon 

as their leaders were transferred or left the region they would also leave. Hence they had 

only temporary rights to the tribute. For this reason, patrons would try to extract as much 

surplus from their gabbar as they possibly could. 

Changes in state policy and increases in the number of northerners in highland 

Bale brought about a gradual change in the forms of land ownership. The state, of course, 

did not confiscate individually held lands and distribute them to new claimants, but it did 

so on what the local people regarded as communal ancestral lands. The state also 

permitted the transfer of lineage lands either by sale or by gift to outsiders albeit with the 

consent of relatives or heirs. Those northerners who had acquired lands in one way or 

another, as we shall see shortly, also held it as "private property" . These and similar 

processes had encouraged local peasants to claim part of the gossa land on which they 

settled as their private property.43 The forms of surplus extraction to which the gabbar was 

subjected had also stimulated changes of ownership from group to individual (private) and 

from temporary to permanent tenure. 

The fact that the malkanas required the gab bar to pay tributes in grains and cash 

also had some thing to do with the shift to private tenure. In an attempt to meet these 

obligations, peasants were forced to undertake relatively extensive agricultural activity. 

Expansion of agriculture was also stimulated by the introduction of the plow to highland 

Bale. Informants claim that plow agriculture, which seems to have been strengthened 

following the incorporation, enabled many of the peasants to cultivate relatively large 

plots of land. This, in tum, contributed to the gradual conversion of many of the 
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population of highland Bale from cattle keepers to cereal-producing cultivators. Increase 

in the value of arable land in turn encouraged peasants to claim the lands around their 

settlements as their private property.44 The expansion of farming in highland Bale in the 

period under discussion was also witnessed by travelers. For instance, early in the 

twentieth century, Hodson observed that agriculture was widely practiced in Bale, barley 

being the most commonly grown crop.45 

Although it is apparent that confiscation of individually held land did not take 

place in highland Bale, this does not mean that no kind of appropraition of land by the 

northerners took place. Northerners had acquired lands through different mechanisms. 

One of these was through the confiscation of lands whose owners were regarded as 

"rebels" or "criminals". Such a measure was taken, fore instance, against the balbalas of 

Emary and Abarossa who had killed Dajjazmach Asfaw's soldiers in 1892. Their lands 

located around the present-day town of Goba were confiscated and put under the disposal 

of the shalaqa. 

The second way of acquiring land was through a supposed "gift" (wurs) from the 

various balabbats. The balabbats were asked to relinquish some of the lands of their 

gossa to provide for the upkeep of the governor's court. Accordingly, many of the 

balabbats presented their gossa land in the form of "gift". A case in point, for instance, 

was, that of the balabbat of Seymana-Socho, who gave up about 36 gashas of land to Ras 

Leulsagad (governor of Bale from ca. 1897-1907). Leulsagad kept part of this land as 

hudad and granted the remaining to his followers, most probably on permanent tenure. 46 

This was so because the information we have on this period indicates that madarya or 

temporary holding of land did not exist. 
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The balabbats would "bequeath" their gossa lands to northerners on two grounds. 

As indicated earlier, they could be directly requested or ordered by the governor to make 

some land available. 47 Sometimes, however, some of the balabbats "bequeathed" part of 

their gossa lands to gain favours with the northerners and to obtain tittles. This was what 

happened in Sinana when a balabbat by the name of Grazmach Bonsho Aynage 

"bequeathed" about twenty nine gashas of his gossa land to Ato Rade, governor of Sinana 

mektel-meslane. Rade is, said to have taken over the land as his rest. 48 

There were also people who acquired lands as rest through agreements with the 

balabbat, sometimes with payments of only nominal fees. The balabbat would help the 

claimant locate "unsettled" land and the latter would apply to the governor to grant him 

ownership of the land as private property. Availability of land and the ill-defined rights of 

the peasantry on lineage lands made it easier for the balabbat to declare certain lands 

"unsettled". Notable men, like Fitawrari Tagiifi (an official in Sinana mektel-meslane, 

Fitawrari Tasamma Abba Ialas (a [dbdqa or para-legal in Goba meslane) were said to 

have received lands at Qasso in this way.49 My informants confirm the transfer of large 

amounts of land to the northerners on this basis. 

"Bequeathing" land in favour of northern settlers was not limited to the balabbat. 

At times, gabbars also used to "give" part of their lands to gain favours and protection 

from arbitrary obligations either by their overlords or by the balabbat and the burqa. 

Some gabbar are thus said to have "bequeathed" almost all of their lands, keeping for 

themselves only small patches "as place for perching the spear", ya-tor maqomiya. The 

overlord who acquired land in this manner benefits in two ways because his rights to the 

labour of the peasant would still apply. In effect, the peasant would become a tenant of his 

overlord. 
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In one of the documents that I discovered in the archives of Bale Regional High 

Court, a landowner (gab bar) by the name of lunda had "bequeathed" his land to Emperor 

Hayla-Sellase himself, in return for a title (ya-ma 'arag lebs). Junda and his sons were 

required to pay rents on the land. After the death of his father, the elder son, Haji Salis, 

appealed for exemption from rent payment by stating that: 

illlrf; :( ')~ I)t\ Ov.e(l)~ roco&'ro-,} hCll;r i-'}'} t\"1CDlJCf! 

jf'}tf.e il(l)"C(),} ~OC:: ilv.'} h,}~ ~'}o. OD(OtJ' rt\'}:: 

illlrl;?" I)t\ r:( ht. 7i r~ot.(I)"'} ilv.'}?" hlJ"rf' (l)P .. V 

"1t.lID1Ji- (l)A~DlJtJ'?" [rOD&,~ mll4!] hC(l .e."On-lJA ... 50 

The appeal by Haji Salis succeded only partly. The chilot approved that Salis 

should be exempted from payments of erbo on that part of the land that he cultivated for 

his own upkeep (ya-lj irrash). But his brothers, Aliy Junda, Abubakar Junda and Mahmud 

Junda were given the choice of working the land as tenants or leaving the land. 

Numerically weak balbalas or balbalas who felt one or another kind of threat are 

also said to have "bequeathed" lands to their respective malkafias. For instance, the 

balbala of Hansawe in Goba is said to have "bequeathed" its land to a certain balambaras 

Darse and a Wayzaro Walatayesus Hayla-Sellase (daughter of d.iijjazmach Hayla-Sellase 

Abaynah, governor of Bale (ca.1918-1930). Members of the balbala of Hansawe thus 

became chisanya of these two former malkafias.51 Besides protecting their clients from 

arbitrary obligations, the malkafias would help the gabbar pay lighter tribute. 

It is apparent that none of these "gifts" were really gifts. In all the above cases 

there was disguised intimidation and force that the local people could not resist. It was a 

measure forced on the peasantry if they were to continue to survive as subjects. It was to 

get protected from further threats that the peasant was forced to give up rights of 
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ownership in favour of the malkdfia. Thus, hand in hand with the transfer of land to 

northern settlers, we also observe the rise or introduction of tenancy in highland Bale. 

One of the beneficiaries of the introduction of the gabbar system in highland Bale 

was the Church. The earliest Churches that were built in the province are said to have 

acquired about one gasha each as rest. In addition to this, about three gab bars were 

provided for the support of every clergyman in the churches. Through time, however, a 

larger size of land and a number of gab bars were set aside for the Church. There were 

many varieties of these Church lands, like ya-qes maret (priestly land), ya-diibtdra maret 

for diibtara service, diyaqon maret, ya-gabaz maret, etc. These are known by the generic 

name of samon. By and large, the lands belonged to individual landowners. But, as 

gab bars they were required to provide tribute to the Church. 52 

On the eve of the Italian invasion there existed about 26 Churches in highland Bale 

and they collected tribute on about 330 gashas of land. Out of these 26 Churches, six were 

located in the meslane of Gob a with 146 gashas of land and five churches in Dodola with 

97 gashas of land. 53 
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Table 2: Churches in highland Bale and the amounts of land under their 

disposal, Ca.193S. 

Size of land 

Church Location (gashas) 

1. Qidus Gabri'el Qasso (Goba) 6 

2. Qidus Amanu'el Lolla-Qasso(Goba) 18 

3. Qidiste Mariyam Goba 35 

4. Madhane-Alam Goba 37 

5. Qidus Giyorgis Goba 25 

6. Qidus Mika'el Goba 25 

7.Abuna- Taklahaymanot Oborra (Sinana) 15 

8. Qidus Mika'el Sinana 12 

9. Gabra-Krestos Dodola 20 

10. Qidiste Mariyam Lenqo (Dodola) 15 

11. Qidus Giyorgis Haqo (Dodola) 15 

12. Qidus Mika'el Ebeno (Dodola) 15 

13. Abuna- Taklahaymanot Gata (Dodola) 12 

14. Kidane Mihret Dodola 20 

Source: N.Malizia, "La Regione del Bale," Rivista delle Colonie (1938) 

There was also some degree of sale of land in highland Bale. Some local 

landowners sold their lands to the settlers, but by way of overcoming the opposition from 

lineage members pretended that the land was "leased" out in tenancy to the buyer. A very 

small amount of "rent" would be agreed upon, of course, nominally. For instance, in a 

document which one of my informants, Ato Tagan Ayala made available to me, his father 

Ayala Abagaz had bought land from a certain Kalisu Dawano for ten birr. The purchaser 

was, however required to pay a rent of one birr a year. Thus, he was "theoretically" a 

Chisana ofKalisu. The agreement reads as follows: 
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OnMtiskiirtim [September] 4/1920 E C. I, Kalisu Dawano have 

sold a quarter of my land at Chale ... to Ayala Abagaz, but 

[I] have reserved my ya-tor maqomiya. I have sold the land 

to him for ten birr and he would also pay me an annual geber 

[rent] of one birr. Excepting this, I would not allow any shum 

(official) to interfere and I personally pledge not to ask for 

h h· S4 anot er t mg ... 

Ato Tagafi says that the land belonged to his father but that the tenancy term was 

added for protection against the complaints of the gossa of Kalisu who would not agree to 

the transfer of their land to an outsider. Hence, it was in some cases under the cover of 

chisafiinnat that transaction of land began in highland Bale. 

Hand in hand with this, undisguised transaction in land also began in the early 

period of the twentieth century. Settlers who came to the region either as fortune seekers 

or following one of their relatives acquired land through purchase. Commoditization of 

land, in turn, increased the value of land and helped the rise of privatization in highland 

Bale. Land was gradually "transferred" from lineage property to private property, thus 

becoming readily disposable albeit under some control by the gossa. 

Outsiders, who had no land as well as or gtibbar who did not have enough land, 

are also said to have entered into tenancy arrangements involving payments of fixed rent. 

The rent depended on the size and cultivability of the land. For instance, a man by the 

name of Musiye Dasta was a chistina of Nuro Qacho in Goba. Musiye used to pay an 

annual rent of five birr on about one gasha of land. S5 However, my informants agree that 

tenancy was not a widespread phenomenon in highland Bale in the early period of the 

twentieth century. It was an exception rather than the rule. 56 

Generally in the few decades following the conquest, the forms of surplus 

appropriation imposed on the gtibbar tightened from time to time. The growing number of 
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the officials and their retainers in the region increased the requirements for their up keep. 

Thus until the 1930s, no measure was taken either to change the naftana-gabbar 

relationship nor to lighten the burden of the peasant. 

In 1932, shortly after his coronation as Emperor, Hayla-Sellase appointed 

Dajjazmach Nasibu Zamanuel as the governor of Bale. Nasibu is remembered for his 

efforts to introduce some reforms, both administrative and fiscal. 

His efforts are also attested to by one of the British "advisors" to Ethiopia, F. de 

Halpert, who was himself requested by the Emperor to plan the reorganization of Bale in 

the spheres of taxation, police, the judiciary and finances, including the abolition of forced 

labour. De Halpert was impressed by the seriousness with which Dajjazmach Nasibu in 

the short period of his tenure had tried to implement his recommendations. The governor 

is said to have pledged to send all tax receipts to the central treasury, in return for which 

he and his officials would receive a monthly fixed salary, ranging from 300 birr for the 

governor to 10 birr for a common soldier. 57 It was during the governorship of Nasibu 

(ca.1932-1935) that the first dry- weather motor road was cleared (constructed) from 

Dodola to Goba and further up to Sof Umar. The peasantry, of course, were conscripted 

for labour on such public works. The first attempt to have trained soldiers in the province 

is also said to have been started by Nasibu. These soldiers were locally known as Beljig 

wattadiir (soldiers trained by Belgian officers). In place of the practice of allocating 

gab bar or paying in kind, these soldiers were salaried and received cash. 58 In fact, the 

quter gabbar system started to phase out during the tenure of Nasibu because he started 

paying soldiers and other government workers in cash. 

The major reform effort that was carried out by Dajjazmach Nasibu was, however, 

the standardization of tribute which included the abolition of forced labour. He is said to 
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have declared payments of fixed tribute in cash to individual malkana by their respective 

gab bar. The payment ranged from ten birr for the poorer gab bar to forty birr for the 

better ones. But the responsibility to determine the economic standing of the gab bar was 

left to the mal kana himself with the help of the balabbat and the burqa.59 This, 

inevitably, gave room for imposing heavy burdens on the gabbar beyond their capacity. 

Hence many gab bar are said to have negotiated to supplement the payment with the 

provision of labour services. 

Payment of fixed tribute was difficult for the gab bar in part because it was due 

irrespective of the level of his harvest or income. A gabbar whose harvest fell due to bad 

weather and whose livestock were depleted as a result of draught or other reasons could 

not afford to pay. Many of the malkanas are known to have brought their delinquent 

gab bars to court or to have forced them to negotiate terms of recompense. 60 

On the whole, the reform efforts of Dajjazmach Nasibu also brought about little 

change in the conditions of gab bar and their relations with the malkiina. The malkana 

continued to extract cash tribute as well as labour from the gab bar. The burden of fixed 

tribute and absence of institutions to enforce the orders seems to have weakened the 

attempted changes. Even if the reforms were enforced they were at variance with the 

economic capacity of the gab bar. Another reason which might have contributed to the 

failure of the reform had to do with the absence ofland-measurement in highland Bale.61 

Nasibu tried to introduce the fixed tribute without undertaking land measurement or 

abolishing the quter gab bar system. Hence the system could be said to have remained 

intact in the pre-war period. 

To sum up, in the period following the conquest and up to the Italian occupation, 

the gabbar retained the land. Nevertheless ownership right was conditional, based on the 
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fulfillment of capricious obligations. If the gab bar failed to meet these obligations, the 

overlord could confiscate the land under the pretext of punishment. In highland Bale, 

unlike most parts of northern Ethiopia, the state retained the right of reclaiming lands 

which it had given or acknowledged as the property of its subjects.62 The malkiifia, thus, 

used this residual right of the state to control the gabbar. Hence the scale of exploitation 

to which the Bale peasantry was exposed and the arbitrary measures taken by the ma/kana 

differentiate him from the rest owning gdbbar of the north. The distinction was not only in 

the scale of extraction but also in the legal and institutional context of land ownership. 

While the foregoing refers to the relationship of the peasant with the state, tenure 

rights and obligations as perceived among the peasantry looked different. Private property, 

as such, was not acknowledged by the local people. Lineage members regarded lands as 

their collective or communal property and hence they were against its transfer to outsiders. 

Informants assert gdbbar rights were only usufructuary rights. Children and close 

relatives inherited land relinquished by individuals upon death. Yet all members had the 

right to use the lands in the gossa domain. An individual member had no right to transfer 

the land to a stranger (outside ofthegossa) neither by sale nor by gift. Lands, according to 

the gossa tradition, would change hands only among members. 63 

Ownership rights of the gdbbar were, thus, conditional not only vis-a-vis state but 

also vis-a-vis the gossa. It is important to note, however, that communal claims on 

ancestral lands were not sanctioned by the state. Through time, the decline in gossa 

cohesion and the inability of local institutions to enforce local decisions, coupled with the 

tendency to look up on land possessed as land owned, would gradually weaken communal 

property regimes in highland Bale. The state, of course, had sanctioned inheritance rights 
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and first purchase among near relatives or co-heirs. But customary tenure, as such, 

declined only gradually through about half a century. 

The Shoan conquest had resulted in a great deal of change in both the social and 

economic relations of the people of highland Bale. Due to the decline in kinship relations, 

the traditional roles of the local chiefs in regulating gossa and community affairs through 

mediation and arbitration had also waned. The position of local chiefs who, as balabbats, 

were appointed to enforce laws and orders introduced by the state, and who, in the 

process, came to force the gab bar to pay tribute and tax declined gradually. Many lost 

respect with their compatriots being regarded as saleouts. Hence a new social hierarchy 

had emerged almost directly from the conquest. 

3.3. Italian Occupation and the Politics of Land 

The province of Bale was occupied by the Italian forces in 1937 after the collapse 

of the resistance put up in southern Ethiopia under Ras Dasta Damtaw, governor of 

Sidamo province, and Dajjazmach Bayyana Mared, governor of Bale.64 Following the 

occupation, Bale was divided into two commissariati (provinces) and six residenzi 

(districts). These were the commissariato of Goba including the residenza of Goba, 

Dodola and Sacchegillo (DaIlo); and the commissariato of Ginnir including Ginnir itself, 

Magalo and Sheikh Hussen.65 

In an attempt to gain support, Italian land policy "favoured" the peasants of the 

South. It made a great deal out of their loss of land to northerners. The Italians promised 

the Oromo population that safeguarding their rights and interests over land would be 

foremost in their administrative policy.66 Among other things, local people were allowed 
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to retake lands that were formerly designated as "government land" as well as lands 

previously owned by northerners who had fled . 

Evidence from both written and oral information indicates that the Oromo of 

highland Bale reclaimed these lands both in groups and individually. As groups it was 

bdlbdla who had suffered expropriation by the northerners who re-established control. 

Sometimes, however, it was small groups of people who reoccupied lands in the name of 

their bdlbdla, so that it is not clear if it was a re-establishment of previous rights or 

establishment of new rights. For instance, at a place called Karmamida, in Goba, where 

Qdfiazmach Fato Danboba was balabbat, twelve men claimed three gashas of land which 

they claimed was previously taken away from their bdlbdla in the pre-war period. Their 

argument was that: ." ~qo hC{};r:f'} ~.e ""~C{l 1\ i'f1\.4" (}c~~ r""OJfI~ OOOlf~ 

t\,. 001\{}&\ '} .e 111&\::67 [Literally "since the land was previously taken from our rest and 

given over to the Shaldqa hudad it has to be returned to us."] These men did reoccupy the 

land jointly, but we have no information as to the specific property rights of each 

individual in the pre-war period. All we know is that their bdlbdla had controlled the land 

collectively. 

In some cases individual peasants as well as the balabbat reoccupied lands 

abandoned by the ndjtdfias. The balabbat reclaimed the lands arguing that they were 

forced to "bequeath" or give up the lands to the shaldqa and the mdlkiiiia. For instance, in 

a locality known as Tamamo, in Gololcha wdrdda, about eleven gashas of land was 

controlled by a shaldqa by the name of Qanazmach Balachaw Bushy. The land was 

registered as shaltiqa hudadin 1917. However, when the Italians came, the shaldqa, who 

had about 300 men under him, was removed from Tamamo and a certain Grazmach Umar 

Samma reoccupied the land. The latter claimed that it was previously taken from his 
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holdings (yezota) and was given to the na.l!.anoch. He sold the land immediately after the 

defeat of the Italians. But the former grantees appealed to Bale awraja governorate office 

for the restoration of the land. Their petition was that the land was granted to them in 

1917 as madtilya and that they had the right to the land legally.68 

From this we can infer that the Italian period did not introduce any fundamentally 

new form of tenure in highland Bale. As was the case prior to their arrival, the Italians did 

not specifically sanction private property. Thus, peasants who claimed to own land 

collectively were not interfered with. However, neither did they receive certification of 

such holdings. What the Italians did was thus to "recompense" the locals with lands that 

they had lost to the northerners without asking too many questions about the legality or 

veracity of their claims. 

The most important achievement of the Italian period was, however, the abolition 

of the gabbar system. The peasantry was freed from tribute obligations. It was this 

measure that served the Italians as the single most important element to establish their 

credentials as liberators. 69 

The policy, above all, had gained the invaders support from the Imam of the 

sanctuary of Sheikh Hussen, Imam Sayd Muhammad, and from the balabbat of Raytu 

Fitawrari Nuh Dadhi. Nuh Dadhi was appointed by the Italians as the chief of the district 

of Ginnir. 70 

It is apparent that the local elite and the gab bar sided with the Italians not in 

support of Fascism but as a means of liberation from the tributary system imposed on 

them. They did not prefer to be ruled by the Italians. Many of the Dromo were suspicious 

ofItaly's long-term objectives. Besides, not all the Dromo were against the settlers. Some 

of them had given protection to the Amhara, some of whom, incidentally, disguised 
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themselves as Muslims. They were given local Oromo customary clothes, gufta (Arssi 

women's head dress) for the women and amama (turban) for the men to help them escape 

capture by the Italians. Those settlers who had good relations with the local people were 

not threatened. These did not, in fact, lose their lands. 71 

Initially Italy suspended even payments of asrat. This, however, did not last long. 

The requisition resumed after a while. The suspension owed itself, in fact, to the lack of 

government machinery for collection and to problems of security. Once the Italians felt 

secure in controlling the country, collection of asrat began to be carried out through the 

balabbat and the newly appointed tax collectors locally known as capos (boss).72 While 

the highlanders were required to pay asrat on the basis of their produce, the pastoralists 

and the nomads were obliged to pay livestock tax. For instance, the chief of Ginnir 

Fitawrari Nuh Dadhi was reqUIred to collect an annual livestock tax of 80,000 Lire from 

his subjects. 73 

As did elsewhere in the country, Italian colonialism also targeted lands belonging, 

particularly, to the royal family and the patriots in Bale. Besides, it had declared 

"uncultivated or unoccupied" lands as public domain. 74 To meet its food shortages, part 

of these lands were put to cultivation by the colonial government. One of such projects 

was undertaken in highland Bale. About 200 to 300 hectares of land was cultivated in an 

area known as Shallo, in Sinana warada. Though it was worked by the Italians 

themselves, local people are also said to have helped during weeding and harvesting for 

nominal fees.75 

Generally, despite the abolition of the gabbar system and the return of some lands 

to the local people, the politics of land did not have sufficient time to play itself out in 
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highland Bale. The brief period of occupation and resistance by the patriots seems to have 

limited the degree of intervention by the Italians in land matters. 
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Chapter IV: Postwar Landholding Patterns: 

The Reworking of the Land Tenure System 

The postwar period was characterized largely by the centralization of land 

administration and of the fiscal system. In highland Bale the period saw the conversion 

of the peasantry from collective owners of land to individual owners. Despite the rise of 

private property rights, collective claims, to what the local people called ancestral lands, 

seemed to have persisted through the early 1940s. However, this was completely 

discouraged with redistribution of lands undertaken a little after the restoration of the 

monarchy. 

As elsewhere, land measurement was carried out in Bale mainly to identify and 

determine the size and quality of taxable lands. This went along with the centralization 

and standardization of the fiscal system. The government had introduced policies that 

would avoid intermediary elements in the extraction of revenue from the rural economy. 

Peasants, in other words, were required to pay taxes directly to the state treasury. Taxes 

were also converted from payments in kind to payments in cash. Hence, to augment its 

revenue, the government had carried out repeated and successive land measurements in 

highland Bale. 

Part of the strategy of opening up lands for utilization was the practice of granting 

land on permanent tenure. The state distributed lands which were supposed to have been 

"unsettled" by the local people and lands forfeited for tax default. Information as to the 

location and size of lands available for grant was thus sought and pursued by the state 

seriously. 

If one feature of the land tenure system in the post-liberation period was the 

growing permanency of tenure, the other feature was the increasing vulnerability of 
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peasant property rights. In highland Bale, fraud and deception by officials of 

government, and the unsalutary effect of standardized cash taxation on peasant 

agriculture had resulted in the confiscation and thus alienation of large tracts of land. The 

officials and the gentry used all kinds of excuses to appropriate lands. The invariability 

or inflexibility of taxes, which meant that it did not take into account the periodic yields 

of the peasantry, brought about defaults on taxes and subsequent loss of land by 

landowners. In this chapter, I will argue that while the primary purpose of land 

measurements was the identification of taxable lands, one of its major effects was the 

conversion of the peasantry from tribute payers to individual landowning taxpayers. But 

the high-handed administration and intimidation by the officials, coupled with the 

onerous taxation, had resulted in the expropriation of many of the peasantry. Land 

measurement and taxation, thus, had somewhat contradictory effects on tenure in 

highland Bale, that of enhancing individualization of tenure and of undermining security 

of tenure. 

4.1. Land Measurement and Taxation in Highland Bale 

In the post-liberation period, taxation and land measurements were interlinked 

phenomena in highland Bale. Fresh remeasurements were carried out following every 

decision to augment revenues from land. In 1941, the government had proclaimed a new 

tax policy whereby a modest amount of tax was to be levied from individual landowners. 

The tax was limited to half the pre-war amount. At the same time, the state prohibited 

payment of all kinds of dues and labor services to individuals, thus abolishing the 

predatory naftctna-gabbar system. A year later, in 1942, a new tax law was promulgated, 
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announcing fixed taxes on the basis of cultivablity of lands. Accordingly, a tax of 15 

birr,10 birr and 5 birr was fixed for kim, kim-taj and taj lands respectively. I 

Nevertheless there was no distinction made between measured and unmeasured lands. 

The process of centralizing the fiscal system and steps towards the abolition of 

the quter gdbbar system had already began in highland Bale, before it was interrupted 

during the Italian invasion. In 1942, Bale was chosen as one of the trial cases for the 

centralization of taxes 2. 

The restoration of the monarchy in general and the implementation of the new 

orders in particular, however, faced same resistance from the peasants of Bale. The main 

resistance came from the traditional qallu (religious leaders under the gada system), like 

Muhammad Gada in Dallo. In 1942 Muhammad led a rebellion that opposed the re-

establishment of the government in the region. Dajazmach Makurya Bantirgu, governor 

of Bale in 1941-1944, was thus charged with the pacification of the province as well 3 . 

The campaign to suppress the movement was led by Shambal Damisse Ambarber, who 

was then the Director of Bale. The insurgents, who seemed to have involved many of the 

peasantry, staged a resistance that lasted for more than eight months. In his letter that he 

sent to Goba, in May 1943, Damisse argued against the removal of military units under ;~ 

his command to some place else by stating that "the people of Dallo were continuing 

with their subversion, with no fear of the governor and the huge army [in the 

area], ... before the surrender or destruction of the leaders, I do not understand reason why 

the army should be transferred.,,4 Muhammad was finally captured in 1943 after attacks 

on him by the army. He was sentenced to life imprisonment in Goba and died there in 

1961. 
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After the suppression of the movement in Dallo, Makurya is said to have 

summoned the balabbats of Bale and explained the displeasure of the government with 

those who collaborated with the invaders during the Italian occupation. But no balabbat 

was forced to relinquish his position. Rather the governor urged them all to support the 

restoration of the monarchy and carry out the orders transmitted to them. 5 One of the 

duties of the balabbats was the collection of taxes. 

In the first two or three years, however, collection of taxes was not carried out 

effectively. Besides the instability and lack of strong control of the province, variations 

in the amount of taxes to be collected had made the implementation difficult. While 

peasants in some of the highland areas were required to pay twenty birr, others were 

submitting only about ten birr. Such variation is said to have depended on the vagueness 

of the provision about cultivated and uncultivated lands and the reluctance of the 

peasantry. 6 

Proclamation nO.70 of 1944 fixed and increased the amount of tax to be levied on 

both measured and unmeasured lands. For qalad regions the rate for a gasha of land was 

50, 40 and 15 birr on lam, lam-~af and ~af lands respectively. For unmeasured lands a 

comprehensive tax of twenty birr was imposed on lands owned by individuals. 7 The 

proclamation, however, was not clear as to the criterion for classifying lands as lam, lam­

~tifand ~af 

To help the identification of those peasants who claimed property ownership, the 

first registration of land was carried out in highland Bale in 1937 E.C (1944/45). 

Through visual assessment, peasants were directly attached to the lands which they had 

claimed as members of their lineages. Payment of taxes did not, therefore, depend on the 
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size of lands. Nor did it take into account the quality of land. Whether an individual held 

fifty gasha of giibbar land or just one, both were required to pay twenty birr. 8 

The visual "measurement" of land was carried out by groups organized at the 

meketel-wiiriida level. These consisted of officials, the balabbat, the burqa and local 

elders. In the process, local people were required to point out lands which they claimed 

to have settled or owned as members of the gossa and biilbiila. Confirmation of claims 

were sought from other members before registration was made. The size registered under 

individuals is said to have depended on their wealth, strength and seniority in each sub­

clan. Genealogically senior and wealthy peasants appropriated relatively large amounts 

of land, while th~ poor and junior peasants were registered as owners of smaller amounts 

ofland.9 

Despite the registration of lands on individual basis, for the majority of the local 

people land continued to be owned collectively. It was in part for this reason that elders 

and leaders of many biilbiilas were registered as owners of the lands in the name of "their 

people" . This was attributed to three major factors. First, since many of the peasants of 

highland Bale were still semi-pastoralist, they hoped that holding lands collectively 

would enable them to graze their herds on extensive tracts of land. Second, many of the 

peasants were not used to the idea of individual ownership of land. Close relatives 

thought that it would be unwise to limit their chances of access to land by making 

premature agreements on who owned what. Hence, they insisted on getting their lands 

measured collectively. The angaja of the lineage group would be registered as 

representative of the community. Third, the amount of tax levied was not dependent on 

the size of lands, but on the number of giibbar lands. In other words it depended on the 
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number of landowners registered in the tax book. Therefore, peasants chose to hold lands 

collectively partly to avoid payment of tax on a small size ofland.lo 

This step towards the creation of individual ownership of land through 

registration of previous clan lands as property of the gdbbar was known as medddba 

(allocation). The medddba, however, was not a process of standardization or 

redistribution of land~ it was simply a measure carried out to facilitate payment of taxes. 

The registration largely depended on the information provided by local claimants. As 

one of the letters sent from Bale to the Ministry of Interior in 1946 stated: "[Registration 

was made] depending on the information provided to the assessors (gdmachoch) by the 

gdbbars, [and] lands of fifty, sixty and even ninety gashas were regarded as one 

[gdbbar }. .. and gabbars were required to pay only twenty birr. Similarly those who had 

two or three masa were also required to pay twenty."u 

The government did not therfore, attempt to take-over lands in "excess" of what 

was claimed to be the possession of individuals. As long as there was no opposition from 

gossa members, ordinary peasants could get registered as owners of large sizes of land. 

This seems to have been due to the fact that in addition to its limited productive value, 

land was abundant in the region relative to the size of the population. Of course, 

outsiders who did not belong to any of the gossas in the area, except those who were 

granted lands by the state or by the local people before the war, were not eligible for a 

share of land from the gossa property. They were forced to live as dependents or tenants 

of the landowners. Unlike practices in some other regions of the country, the first 

"measurement" of land in highland Bale neither resulted in a wholesale dispossession nor 

in the division of land between the State, the Church and the balabbats. While the state 

had claimed only those lands, which were believed to have been "unsettled" by the local 
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people, the balabbat received lands only as senior members of their lineages. In addition 

to those "unsettled" lands, the government had, of course, reclaimed the prewar hudad 

lands for itself 12 

In 1947, in order to increase state revenue, the tax required from each gabbar land 

was raised to 26 birr. Peasants who were registered as owners of gabbar lands were 

requested to pay at the new rate. Again, the amount of tax did not depend on the size or 

the quality of lands. Every landowner had to produce 26 birr annually irrespective of 

size or qualty of land. 13 

Thus, both the previous and the new tax rates were not fair to those peasants with 

smaller size of land. The small holders were forced to pay at levels equivalent to the big 

landowners. Those peasants with poor lands were also required to pay the same amount 

of tax paid by those who had well-developed lands. On the other hand, the state also lost 

a great amount of income that it could have collected from land had it determined taxes 

on the basis of the size and quality of lands. 

Local governors, of course, repeatedly advised the introduction of the qalad 

system which they said would provide for the collection of taxes on the basis of size and 

quality of lands. In the words of Diijjazmach Makuriya Batirgu, for instance, besides the 

generation of substantial income for the state the qalad would help retrieve extra lands 

that the government could grant to new land-seekers. It was expected that if the actual 

size of lands were known, peasants would also give up part of their lands for fear of 

heavy taxes. 14 As we shall see later, it was such "extra" lands that were later allocated to 

grantees. 

Peasants of highland Bale were, however, against the move to measure lands with 

the qalad. Opposition against remeasurement was related to their way of life and to 
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nature of the tax orders as stated above. They petitioned the government against 

determination and division of land among landowners which they argued would 

jeopardize cattle breeding by limiting the use of communal grazing lands. If every one 

possessed his individual holding in the form of private tenure, others would be prohibited 

from grazing their herds. 15 

But the main reason for the resistance against the qalad system revolved around 

confiscation. As forerunners of the movement against qalad, the balabbats of the 

province and the Imam of Sheikh Russen (a religious sanctuary in Bale) in particular 

repeatedly impressed upon their people the serious problem that would arise with 

remeasurement. As captain Damisse, governor of Bale in the late 1940s, noted in his 

secret letter to the Ministry of Interior in 1949, the Bale peasantry were also weU-

informed of expropriations that had followed the qakid elsewhere in Southern Ethiopia. 

OhtV-~~ Oh'A 4>'lJ?: r~mf\.OT1 9"h1'T ilOD~9"~tV- 1 ~/ 

01tC .... 'l.e. 4>'lJ?: 0. III A OD1"7FT TC4·1 ODIoT (JJil~ t\~tt:m~ 

UOJY.t,f] CilT 1tJ?:C~ llmtV-:: OH.1Jc 9"h1'T 1tUOJt.tV- Cil1"~ 

{fc:' hOD1"hf\.9" 04>C hH.U rlllltV- hCil'l:" r{f~tV- r7itp "eCfD 

OD~f- r4> J?:CfDtV-1 llt\CilT 1t~""tV-1 1t~tt:f- hCil1"~ {fc:' 4>C:l:A ... 

ilt\H.U rH.U hJ?:A y'C{'I1l1 '1.e.UOJc:':J"":f1 hODJ?:h~ O~T 9"f]AllT 

4>'lJ?: >t1-'tIllA r9"TL:"~. ll?'":f llTc:'~ tpf] r1t1t.":f1 rill\. m'lf-":f 

hH.U ~1C 

The people, thus, had an idea of the impending danger and decided to resist the 

move in an "organized" manner. The representatives of the state also knew that some 

work of propaganda has to be done before the idea was accepted. Rence the governor 

undertook to convince the Imam of Dire Sheikh Russen, Mahmud Mahammad Sayd, and 
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the Qadi, Ahmad Imama Abdulqadir. He promised to them that if they supported the 

measurement of land, the sanctuary would be allowed to retain the surrounding holdings 

as its domain.17 

It is not clear how much effect the work of propagandas had. Our sources are not 

explicit. But what was feared came in 1951. Three groups of surveyors (qaZad lay) were 

entrusted with the task of measuring land on the ground. The first group was assigned to 

measure lands in Dallo and Goba, the second was assigned to Dodola (or Gadab) and the 

third to Ginnir. The surveyors were supported by the warada officials, the baZabbats and 

the burqas. The work was completed in 1953.18 

Even after the measurement had started, oppositions against it are said to have 

been carried out sporadically. In Dodola peasants threatened to attack the surveyors.19 

At one time in 1951, they had snatched away the devise from the surveyors and cut it into 

pieces. The surveyors were thus forced to work under the protection of the police. In 

other cases, peasants refrained from appearing on their supposed lands to show the 

boundaries. For instance, in the Agarfa and Dodola wartidas the surveyors had faced 

such a problem and appeald to the awraja Governor and the Ministry of Interior to warn 

the peasants that they might lose their lands if the period of measurement expired. The 

people also appealed to the government for the assessment of their lands to take place 

only visually. This latter request was accepted in some places and measurement was thus 

carried out depending on the form preferred by the peasants. While some got their lands 

measured by the use of the chain, others had their properties surveyed visually?O 

The measured lands were classified into four tenure types. These were the gab bar 

(private) lands, samon (lands taxed by the Church) madarya holdings (lands held by 
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officials and soldiers temporarly) and mangest maret (government land). The size of 

each of the tenure types is shown in the table below. 

Table 4.1: Distribution of Measured Lands by Tenure Types (in Gasha)21 

No Warada GabbarlRest Samon Madiirya Total 

1 Goba 6,946 300 8 7,254 

2 Ginnir 12,734 201 - 12,935 

3 GadablDodola 11,884 216 4 12,104 

4 Agarfa 7,099 136 1 7,236 

5 Goro 3,518 III - 3,629 

6 Dallo 9,658 2 - 9,660 

Total 51,839 966 13 52,818 

Source: MIA, "Lands held by the people and the Government" (1948 E.C.) 

My sources do not specify the amount of government lands in each warada. A 

total of some 2,416 gashas of measured lands were found to be under this tenure. From 

the table above, we find that more than 90 percent of lands in the province were 

designated as gab bar tenure. However, it is not clear as to what proportion of these lands 

derived from lands previously held by northerners in temporary (madarya) tenure. What 

we know is that the government had allowed the conversion of all or part of madarya 

lands to gab bar in the post-liberation period. Whatever the internal differentiation, 

gabbar was the most common form of tenure in highland Bale. "Government lands", 

during this time consisted of only about five percent of the lands. 
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In the final, analysis what land measurement achieved was convert the previous 

system of lineage ownership to permanent private ownership. Even though there was 

opposition to this process continuously, it is important to note that for a substantial 

number of peasants the qalad was regarded as a welcome relief from some of the 

problems they faced since the first visual "measurement" and registration of land. There 

had been disputes with the alaqa who were registered as representatives of groups or 

families. The problem was that the alaqa, as in other parts of the country, "represented 

the group in all its relationship with the government, being responsible primarily for the 

collection of taxes due to the state from his or her co-heirs. ,,22 In reality, however, they 

had started to present themselves as sole owners of the lands and had started to treat the 

co-owners as subordinates. As far as the government was concerned, the alaqa was the 

possessor of the land. Besides, some alaqoch were accused of withholding tax 

contributions that they collected from co-owners. The co-owners, therefore, were trying 

to overcome these problems when they chose to be registered as individual owners in 

1951.23 

However, this does not mean that all peasants were registered individually. There 

were still relatives who continued with collective ownership of land. But, this time the 

co-owners were also entered into the tax register as menzer (co-owners). The names of 

both the alaqa and the menzer (pI. menzeroch) were written in the register and on the tax 

receipts?4 Nevertheless, the amount of lands that belonged to each co-owner was not 

mentioned. It only indicated the total size of the land on which tax would be paid. 

The qdlad measurement was also attended by the classification of land for tax 

purposes. Land was classified into three, namely kim, idm-fd/ and fti! The amount of tax 

to be levied also depended on this classification. By then, however, land tax had already 
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been increased to 45, 40 and 15 birr for ltim, lam-tal and tti! lands respectively.25 In the 

light of the sizable amount of land that was registered as private property of the local 

people and considering the overall economic status of the popUlation, the governor of 

Bale had appealed to the Emperor for a reconsideration of the tax rate. Above all, 

Taddasa Nagash, the then governor of Bale awraja commented that, until the adoption of 

the qalad, peasants of Bale used to pay only twenty six birr; irrespective of the size and 

cultivability of their lands; hence, if they were required to pay according to the rate 

determined for the whole country many peasants might simply forfeit their lands for 

failure to pay taxes. He argued that transport and market infrastructure had to develop 

first before the peasantry were asked to pay taxes at that rate?6 The building of such an 

infrastructure, according to the governor, would encourage a sense of belonging among 

the people in addition to facilitating development and collection of taxes. His 

suggestions, however, were not accepted among the upper echelons. The Ministry of 

Interior warned Taddasa that he would be responsible for uncollected taxes. 

Taddassa's recommendations, however, emanated from practical problems he was 

facing. Problems of infrastructure had made it difficult for peasants to sell their produce 

and pay taxes on time. Annual taxes were collected from the month of December to 

June. However, peasants could not find markets for their limited agricultural produce. 

Thus they could not generate enough cash on time to pay taxes let alone to finance their 

other expenses. Moreover, absence of transportation in the province as well as poor 

linkage among the major towns had made it difficult for tax collectors to appear on time 

and collect the required taxes. 

Bureaucratic red tape and fraud during assessment of the quality of lands and 

collection of taxes had made the peasants susceptible to tax defaults and thus to 

65 



.. 

r 

expropriation. Unless peasants paid their arrears, tax collectors would not accept current 

payments and small landowners could not afford to pay both at the same time. 

Moreover, landowners had to pay taxes on all their lands together, even though they 

might own different units of land in different places. A peasant who wanted to pay tax 

on some of his property would thus be refused unless he was prepared to pay taxes on all 

of it. Through a registration of each gasha of land in different tax books, the indarases 

had tried a lot to solve the problem. But they were resisted by the Ministry of Interior, 

which prohibited registration of an individual owner on different documents.27 

An even more damaging aspect of standardized taxes was their rigidity and 

inflexibility. There was no compromise from the government at times of failures of 

harvest and drought. Appeals from local governors and balabbats for periodic reduction 

and exemption from taxes were to no avail. As a case in point, there was a drought and 

crop failure in highland Bale in 1954. The problem was severe in Goba and Agarfa 

waradas. The balabbats and the landowners had reported the case to the awraja and 

asked for tax exemption. The governor, on his own, had agreed that the payment of asrat 

be suspended and that only land tax be paid. However, the governor was rebuked for this 

by the Ministry ofInterior. He was warned that he would bear responsibility for delaying 

the collection of taxes as well as for encouraging tax evasion. The power to reduce or 

excuse taxes, according to the official of the Ministry of Finance, was vested only in the 

Emperor.28 Thus peasants who sou~ht to retain their holdings were forced to pay both 

income and real taxes. 

Despite the fact that qalad measurement was meant to bring about a precise 

definition of property in terms of amount and boundaries, there was a great deal of guess 

work even in 1951. The qalad officials actually did a good deal of the work through 
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visual estimates thus perpetuating the problems of the previous assessment exercise.29 

Besides deception by the officials for their own material benefit, landowners also tried to 

hide the actual amount of their lands. They would thus, if possible, try to buy the favours 

of the officials. But the most common problem was over-estimation of property size or 

qUality. This had resulted in discrepancies between the size of holdings and the amount 

of taxes demanded. Inevitably, many peasants complained about these over-assessments 

and over-taxation. Even if landowners won the favours of the officials and the surveyors 

for remeasurement, it was achieved through bribes. In addition to its effect on the 

economic condition of the peasant, this had a negative outcome on the income of the 

government as well. As Fitawrari Ababa Gabre, previously Director of Rest Department 

of the Ministry of Interior and Indiirase of Bale between 1960-1963 commented in his 

twenty pages of analysis on the process of land measurement in Bale: 

4>"~ llJr-:f. h~ h1~"7~4>~cr h1~H;>lu·-r ... 0 00&.-1: ev ... , ",e. 

~1;>,e. ev,e.r fev"" rAh-r fOZtr1 ht;: Yl\ h1Q;l.-r hf++hl\ 

h1~,e.lP&- OlJl\Cil-l: M1.-r lJ,e.~-r OFt;:C .,r-rcr Oh,e.1 .,r-r 

h 1~.lP&- OOOL4>~ f10Y~ CP;J OZtf~· hlJl\Cil-l:cr h4>"~ llJr-~ 

h~ ev~4>~ 4>"~ llJ,e. t;:".,..-I:1 l\OOL'Ar fOZhl\hl\~cr fOZY"~~ 

oo.fllJmtY fOZtr1 ~11l il"A1~"'m u·f\.r h1~4>~~ fhY1W}~.1 

lJl\Cil-r ,e.Jf:r ,e.u1 YUA ;>?f ,e.trcrA hYl\ .... cr1C lJl\Cil-l: ~'P~1 

h:rlltfll~ oo&..... ,e.U1 YUA ;>7i h,e.tr1r hYl\ .... il"7"7 f4>"~. 

F&- CP;J hU-l\-r lJl\'P:t>qo:f. ~\~ 1lJ:: 30 

Fitawrari Ababa requested for a third-round of land measurement in the province. 

Unless remeasurement is undertaken, he argued, the government would not be able to 

collect taxes and peasants would not be able to know the actual size and quality of their 

lands. 
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By the early 1960's, the problem of taxation in highland Bale had reached a level 

so serious that there was a near breakdown. By 1963, defaults stood at 8,012,226 birr?1 

Many of the peasants refrained from making payments on the pretext of over-taxation. 

Administrative efforts to prevent the breakdown meant that the governor of the 

province took severe measures against recalcitrant peasants as well as lower-level 

officials. While the peasants were punished by imprisonment and confiscation of their 

lands, wtirtida officials were punished with fines and dismissals. Both the treasurers of 

Dodola and Goba were dismissed and a secretary of Goba wtirtida was punished 

financially in 1961. Wtirtida governors were served repeated warnings.32 

Defaults on taxes had led to the imprisonment of many peasants and to the 

confiscation of their lands. In 1963 lands confiscated due to failure to pay tax (called 

gebrtittil) stood at about 22,523 gashas?3 Out of these, 677 gashas of gebrtiltillands was 

found in Goba and 237 gashas in Sinana, while about 1061 gashas were located in 

Dodola.34 

It was in an attempt to augment its revenue and to reverse the course of declining 

income from land that the government decided to remeasure lands in the province in 

1963. The measurement was carried out uniformly by using a yardstick made out of 

wIre. Simultaneously with the measurement, tax rates were also raised to 73.50, 64 and 

24 birr for developed, partly-developed and undeveloped lands respectively.35 Besides 

increasing the number of taxable lands, the measurement had further enabled the state to 

identify and retrieve lands that it could grant to functionaries and loyal servants. 
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Table 4.2 Distribution of Measured Land in Bale by Type of 

Tenure and Classification, 1969. 

Classification 
Area in Gasha 

Type of Tenure Fertile Semi-Fertile Poor Total Percentage 
Gabbar 4330.24 5312.72 15438.53 25081.49 47.8 
Stimon 464.39 368.39 447.66 1280.44 2.4 
Madarya 4.35 11.23 32.53 48.11 0.1 
Mangest 66.36 350.38 11575.75 11992.49 22.9 
Gebratal 24.06 19.47 14021.34 14064.87 26.8 
Total 4889.40 6062.19 41515.81 52,467.40 100.00 
Percentage 9.3 11.6 79.1 100.00 

Source: MLRA, Report on Land Tenure Survey of Bale Province, 1969 

We do not have the record of measurement and classification made in 1963. But 

if the survey undertaken by the MLRA in 1968 is any indication lands held in private 

tenure were reduced to about 47.8 percent while gebratallands were increased to about 

26.8 percent. When compared to other provinces, Bale had by far the largest number of 

lands taken on the basis of gebratal, followed by Sidamo with only 2.9 percent.36 But 

what is surprising is that the government did not exercise effective control over these 

lands. Local squatters continued to use them mainly for pasture. Of course, the state 

demanded rents from these squaters. It is also important to note that most gebratallands 

were found in the lowland areas. Lands in the highland areas, mostly remained in the 

hands of individual owners. For instance gab bar lands in the two highland awrajas of 

Ganale and Fassil amount to 77 percent and 66.9 percent of all lands, respectively.37 

In the postwar period, the Ethiopian government had issued and continued to 

enforce successive land grant orders made by the Emperor. The proclamations and 

decrees entitled the grantees to possess land either on madarya or freehold basis. The 

most prevalent pattern of land grant, however, was the latter form, that is provision on 
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private tenure. By and large, the grant emphasized the political rather than the economic 

use of the land. Most of the beneficiaries were its functionaries. The government used 

this to broaden its base of power. The grant was made from lands designated as 

government land and gebratal land. Imperial proclamations of July 1942 and 1944 

entitled patriots, exiles, families of patriots, soldiers and civil servants to one gasha of 

land grant. While those who had previous madiirya lands were empowered to convert 

part or all into freehold, those who had no previous holdings were "given" from the 

"government reserve".38 

The 1952 order widened the terms of eligibility to include landless and 

unemployed Ethiopians to a grant of half a gasha of land each. Under this provision, 

landless peasants as well as higher government officials could apply for grant.39 

Beneficiaries from the imperial grant orders increased further when the decrees of 

the 1950s and 1960s entitled members of the army, the police and the civil service to 

possess land in freehold. 4o Above all, for Bale, probably for other provinces as well, a 

letter sent in 1954 from Taddiisa Nagash (governor) to the waradas of Bale entitled 

members of the local militia (nach labash) to varying amounts ofland. The nach labash 

were conscripted, largely from northern settlers in the province and the provision was 

made in lieu of salary. The amount of land that each grantee received depended on his 

rank. A shambal, commanding three hundred men, got four gashas, a malo alaqa 

(lieutenant) received three gashas, a hamsa alaqa (head of fifty men) was allowed two 

gasha, an aser alaqa (chief of ten men) had one and a half gasha and an ordinary militia 

was allowed one gasha of land.41 

In highland Bale, there were, relatively, few northern settlers who possessed 

previous madarya lands. They, of course, were allowed to convert part of these holdings 
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into private tenure. The beneficiaries of the imperial orders were thus, largely, new 

grantees who were given grants from lands which had come under the jurisdiction of the 

government in the period under discussion. On the whole, in the post-liberation period, 

all through to 1972, information collected from government records indicates that about 

306,390 hectares (7,659.75 gashas) of lands were distributed to grantees in Bale.42 Since 

the grantees did not want to take lands in the lowland areas, which are not suitable for 

agricultural purpose, the larger part of the allocation must have been concentrated in the 

highland areas. 

A significant amount of these lands were given to the army and northern settlers. 

Out of the above figure, about 2,300 gashas were allocated to the settler militias,43 and 

500 gasha of lands were reserved for the members of the Second Army Division in 

Asmara. The lands for the latter were specifically found in Goro warada and those going 

to the militias were found in different highland waradas of the province.44 In addition to 

these, the period under consideration also saw the encouragement by the state of 

settlements of northerners in Southern Ethiopia. Under this scheme about four settlement 

projects were initiated in highland Bale. One of these was the Warqa settlement scheme 

found in Nansabo warada. In 1965, about 600 settlers were brought there and provided 

with land in the amount of some 300 gashas. The settlers were made up of landless 

peasants and retired members of the army from Shoa, Wallo and Arssi.45 Similarily, a 

settlement project initiated in a locality, known as Wacho in Goba warada, brought a 

large number of northerners to Bale. This process continued until 1974. The remaining 

two settlement areas, which were implemented only partly, were located in Dallo and 

Ginnir waradas.46 
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Despite the decrees and provisions for grants, the state did not want to dispose of 

those lands which were already under production or suitable for forestry, samon and 

hudad lands and those which were settled by small landowners. Hence the allocations 

were made from undeveloped and "unoccupied" lands. 47 Many of those who requested to 

get developed (cultivated) lands were not successful although those elite who had the 

power to influence judicial and administrative authorities could occupy land already 

claimed by powerless local people. 

Actually obtaining land, as opposed to a "grant" of land, was very difficult and 

complex. It was even more difficult for the local landless peasants, for which reason they 

seldom succeeded. The first stage was to gain a certificate of grant. Receiving a 

certificate was easier for the military and the civil servants because they would be given 

confirmation of eligibility from their respective government agencies, ministries, military 

or police headquarters. The military in particular had special offices or committees in 

order to help applicants throughout the whole process.48 But under the 1952 order, the 

applicant must prove in the provincial governor's office, with witnesses, that he/she was 

landless and unemployed. After registering and processing the letter, the provincial office 

issued a grant certificate also ordering the warada governor to provide land. This would 

finally be followed by field identification and registration procedures. But as has been 

remarked by Tekalign for Shoa, in Bale also: "More often than not, a land seeker would 

go into a case only after carefully assessing his chances of winning, and this would have 

included feeling out and winning the support of local officialdom, from the balabbat [and 

the burqa] all the way upto the provincial governor. ,,49 Over and above the confirmation 

of eligibility, a land seeker would get access to information about the existence of 
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unoccupied lands from these local officials or elites. It was after securing such 

information that an individual land hunter would apply for grant. 

In the postwar period the government maintained and nurtured the old tradition of 

providing land to the Church as welL More precisely, the Church was entitled to income 

collected from lands put under its jurisdiction. In highland Bale, the Church claimed to 

have the right of tax collection on about 1612 gashas of land. Whether the owner of the 

land was a Muslim or Christian, he was required to pay land tax to the Church. Out of 

these lands about 279 gashas were found in Goba, 269 gashas in Sinana, and 164 gashas 

in Dodola wdrdcias. 50 

A peasant, who possessed land under the jurisdiction of the Church could transfer 

it either by sale or inheritance. But he could not change the tenure type. It is interesting 

that in 1957 the Bale awraja Hagdrd-Sebkdt (Diocese) asked the Emperor to ban the sale 

of Church lands to Muslims. The officials argued that if the Muslims continued to hold 

lands, over which Church had jurisdiction they might not pay taxes. The Emperor, 

however, resisted the appeal and promulgated the right of all his subjects to buy lands, 

irrespective of religion as far as they obeyed the law. 51 

Imperial land grants in private tenure went side by side with the expansion of a 

market for land. Grantees were free to dispose of their lands. Of course, some members 

of the elite went into the accumulation and sale of lands as a business activity. Having 

amassed substantial property through "inheritance", many landowners disposed of it 

freely. Land sales by grantees in highland Bale had reached a peak on the eve of the 

Revolution. 

There is some evidence for the fact that the increasing commercial value of land 

encouraged the sale of land by the local peasantry also. Price of land in the 1950s and 
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1960s in some areas of highland Bale increased from 40 birr to 12,000 birr per gasha. 

Such a radical change in price was, mostly, attributed to the growing number of land 

seeking population. Land ownership by a good number of Christian Oromo in highland 

Bale was largely, achieved through purchase. The Oromo who came directly from Shoa 

province or from Arssi, probably due to shortage of land, undertook purchases of land 

from the local people. Peasants disposed of their lands to raise money for a variety of 

reasons including payment of taxes. 52 

Although it was in part the attractiveness of the price for land that drove some of 

the peasants to transfer their holdings, the main force that mobilized land for the market 

in the province was the formal and informal pressure that were put on landowners, 

.. pressures that they could not resist. More often than not the sale of land by the local 

peasantry would be related to either heavy taxation or to disputes between previous 

landowners and new claimants. As the amount of tax increased from time to time, 

peasants were unable to pay. Hence many were forced to sell their lands or at least 

portions thereof in order to pay tax on the remainder. Peasants would be forced to sell 
\ 

often just before forfeiting their land for tax defaults. 53 

As it has been indicated earlier, measurement and remeasurment of land had 

converted the peasantry from an occupant of lineage land to tax-paying landowner. 

Nevertheless, traditional laws of inheritance often mitigated against the power of 

landowners to dispose of their lands. Although the land was claimed to be private, co-

heirs had the right to decide on its disposal. Landowners could not transfer ownership to 

an outsider without the approval of the co-heir (tawdlaj). Even if a co-owner wanted to 

transfer his share of the land to others, the fawdlaj had the right of first purchase. Hence, 

besides its role in limiting the privateness of land, inheritance law had served as a check 
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against unlimited commercialization of land. More often than not purchasers were forced 

to pay additional money (more than the actual price of the land) known locally as stibbat­

mari to the co-heirs either to silence them or to get their approval of the transfer. 54 

But the other face of the principles of inheritance was their role in breeding 

disputes and litigation between co-owners, which in turn mobilized land for the market. 

The most common cause of disputes on agricultural land in highland Bale was found to 

be inheritance. It accounted for some 85 percent of all disputes .55 Many disputes among 

relatives ended up in court. To fight the cases disputants would often hire lawyers 

(tabaqa). Most of the time, instead of payments of money, the tabaqas would end up 

selling the land that they obtained in such a way. 

Transaction in land expanded in highland Bale also due to disputes that often 

arose between the a/aqa and the minzir. Although the names of the alaqa and the minzir 

would be entered into the tax book, it would not be clear as to how much of the land each 

person owned. This created room for many of the alaqoch to claim large portions of land 

or act as the main owner and treat the minzir as a subordinate. Some times, they even 

declare that the menzer had no right on the land and thus should work as a tenant. They 

used to register the land in their own names thus omitting the minzir. Hence, the menzer 

would be forced to ask for his right and share through a court. As a case in point in 

Sinana two men, Hisu Wayte and Hamu Sheka had about five gashas of land jointly. 

While Hisu was an alaqa Hamu was a menzer. However, in 1951 Hisu had registered the 

whole land in his name and left out Hamu. Hence, Hamu had accused Hisu for refusing 

to give him his share. To run the court procedure, he hired a labtiqa through a pledge of 

a land. But since Hisu was financially better of and had appropriated the tax receipt, he 

hoped to win the case. Because without a receipt for payment of taxes, the co-owner had 
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no recourse to the court. The ttibtiqa thus made a deal with Hisu for more land and win 

the case. The court proceedings went through 1958 and Hamu failed to succeed. Thus 

he became a tenant for his own relative. 56 What interests us here is that part of the land 

was appropriated by the ltibtiqa, an informal transaction in land. Though the case could 

not represent the sale of land in the whole of highland Bale, it was indicative of the 

pressures that were involved in the commercialization of land in the province. 

The other factor behind the sale of land was the pawning land to money lenders, 

an institution called wtilliid-aged. Peasants in need of money to pay taxes or to buy 

seeds, implements, clothing and other items; or those who were indebted by court 

decision or still those who had incurred debts in connection with socially required 

occasions, such as memorial feasts and weddings, undertook to temporarily transfer land 

to outsiders in ~eturn for money. Lenders would be entitled to utilize the lands for the 

duration of the agreement. Most of the time, however, peasants could not return the 

money on the due date. Many would, therefore, be forced to give up their lands 

permanently Such an involuntary transfer of land was widely practiced in Dodola, where 

walkid-aged was very common. Fear of lawsuits by the co-heirs of their debtors or in 

order to make more money, lenders who obtained land in this way would often sale it.57 

Wtilltid aged was a favorite way of accumulation by officials and/or civil servants. 

Officials and members of the royal family also appropriated large amounts of land 

through disguised "voluntary" transactions for nominal fees. Peasants under pressure for 

such sales could not put up any kind of resistance. Thus in 1955, about twenty-nine 

landowners were forced to "sale" 500 gashas of land for ten birr per gasha in Goba, in 

the balabbatnat of Shedam and in Dallo wtirtida. The purchasers were the Emperor 

himself, (l00 gashas), Crown Prince Asfaw-Wasan (200 gashas) and Prince Makonnen 
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HayHi.-SeIlase 200 gasha. 58 The lands are said to have been suitable for coffee 

production. The price offered for these lands was obviously below the market of the 

period. Nevertheless, in view of threats from the local officials, who brokered the 

"transactions," the peasants were forced to accept the deal. In 1970, the local balabbat 

Grazmach Roba Jilo and the twenty-nine men tried to reclaim the land that they had lost 

fifteen years before. They petitioned that they were intimidated to transfer the land for 

unreasonable price. They asked that they should regain it. However, the sale was said to 

have been conducted "legally" and therefore irreversable. 59 It is important to note 

therefore that transaction in land in highland Bale expanded in part through the influence 

of local and national elite. 

Generally, though, elite pressures combined with economic factors to prompt the 

peasants to dispose of their lands. Given the paucity of our sources, it is difficult to figure 

out the relative significance of the two factors. There is little doubt, however, that the 

overwhelming majority of the peasantry transferred their lands to outsiders involuntarily. 

4.2: Peasant Reactions to Expropriation: Individual Protest and Group Action 

Access to agricultural land by the local and the newly arriving groups of people 

were determined not only by demographic and other economic factors but also by 

political conditions existing in the post - liberation period. As the size of the population 

in highland Bale increased over time, the government also became more determined to 

encourage northern settlement inJ!&e. Thus, competition over local resources became 

severe. Confiscation of land in the guise of measurement and through tax defaults 

disinherited many peasants and affected their well being. Hence the peasantry were 
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forced to react both legally and illegally. Petitions and resistance by the peasantry 

through legal procedure had gone beyond tolerable limit and reached a climax in the 

1963 -1970 rebellion in the province. 

Resistance against confiscation of land and to grants of land to the outsiders was 

carried out both individually and in groups. While individual reaction took the form of 

petition and litigation in court, group response involved in addition to these, surreptitious 

acts of protest and sabotage. For instance, in 1967, a group of peasants in Adaba attacked 

the tenants of a grantee by the name Laqaw Mashasha and damaged his crops. The 

protesters argued that though they were forced to forfeit their land for failure to pay 

taxes, their right to reclaim the lands should have been respected. Imperial law, they 

said, entitle peasants to reclaim their lost lands as long as a request to repossess was put 

in place before the property was passed on to others. The land under question was taken 

by Laqaw, who was a lawyer in Dodola warada, while the claimants were appealing for 

its return. Since he had the power to influence authorities with the judicial and 

administrative powers, he was given the land despite the claim by its owners. He had 

even brought in tenants to cultivate it. It was in view of this that a group of twenty 

peasants took a forceful measure to stop the appropriation of the land by the grantee.60 

Laqaw accused the protesters of violating government orders and attacking his 

tenants. According to the plaintiff, he was granted the land for his services through the 

"legal procedure." He asked the court to punish the defendants for their "misbehavior" 

and for damage done to his crops. The peasants, of course, could not win the case. They 

were fined about 770 birr and were forced to give up the land.61 

Similarily, in 1962 a nach-labash known as Gazahafi ZalIaqa, who claimed to 

have been granted land in Sinana, was physically threatened by the local people who 
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opposed the grant. They argued that he had taken their land without due process of the 

law. Hence two men who claimed the land confronted Gazahan on the farm, beat off his 

oxen and prevented him from cultivating it. He accused them of assault and trespassing. 

The court case continued up to 1965, when it was finally decided in favor of the 

grantee.62 

In highland Bale, such small-scale resistances against land alienation were very 

many and common. Peasants resisted grants of land made even to the Church. In Sinana, 

for example, the Church of Gabra-Keristos faced a fierce opposition from the peasants of 

Sinana when it was granted land in 1946. Local claimants, like Fato Kalishu and his 

supporters, destroyed the tukul (house) that was built for the Church and prevented 

Christian burials from proceeding. The conflict was so serious that the chief priest, one 

Sartsa, went so far as to accuse the local balabbat, Muhammad-Arnin Shemo of 

sympathizing with the peasants against Christians. The warada officials eventually 

detained Muhammad-Amin and forced him to order the people to rebuild the Church 

after a fine of70 birr.63 

These, however, were only some of the examples of sporadic peasant reactions 

against those forces which were lined up against their interests. There were also protests 

against seizure of land by large numbers of p~ople in Bale. A case in point, for instance, 

was the struggle of the peasants of Dod 01 a against land measurement. As I have indicated 

earlier, one of the means through which peasant land ownership rights were undermined 

was the repeated measurement of land in the province. Though measurements were 

ostensibly carried out to produce addi!ional taxable lands, frauds by the surveyors and 

inconsistency of the measuring devise had resulted in the confiscation of peasant 

holdings. The 1963 measurement in particular resulted in the alienation of a substantial 
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amount of land apparently discovered to be terf (extra). The surveyors had declared such 

land to be in excess of registered official holding and put them under the category of 

government tenure. Through this process the peasants of Dod 01 a lost something like 2000 

gashas of land. 64 

However, they petitioned the government against the confiscation by refusing 

responsibility for the discrepancies between title and reality on the ground. As I have 

alluded to before, previous measurements in the province were carried out both visually 

and by using qalad. Those processes had resulted in inaccuracies as to the size of land 

owned by each owner. The 1963 measurement, which also involved the qalad, produced 

considerable quantities of land as extra. The peasants protested that the discovery of this 

"extra" land should not be regarded as their fault. It was the system itself that had 

resulted in under measurement and discrepancies in the first place. Even if indeed extra 

land was found, they argued, they had the right to retain the land on the basis of the 1930 

proclamation. That proclamation provided that already "developed" extra lands were 

inalienable. The problem, as stated by the peasants, was that the surveyors designated 

their "developed" lands as "undeveloped" extra lands, thus exposing them to 

expropriation. 65 
.. 

Besides the above argument, a 1964 Imperial order also entitled the peasants to 

reclaim their lost lands. During his first "historic" visit to Bale in March 1964, the 

Emperor declared the right of the peasants to reclaim those lands confiscated due to tax 

arrears or measurement by paying the arrears or by purchasing the extra lands.66 Hence, 

in all cases the law provided that the peasants could continue as owners. The peasants of 

Dodola thus appealed to the authorities to be allowed to retain the lands through a 
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payment of taxes as of the recent measurement. They also requested for a reassessment of 

the quality of the lands by a special committee. 

Nevertheless, an order from Warqu Inqua-Sellase, the Endiirase of the province, 

insisted that local officials enforce the payment of tax arrears as far back as 1953 on the 

newly discovered extra lands. This was simply too difficult to do for the peasant. The 

petitions from the peasantry did not stop the officials from granting the lands to new land 

seekers. Petitioning against expropriation involved the election of four men, namely Fato 

Aynage, Muhammad-Dhekama Sheka, Ibrahim Nure and Haji Hebo Guyye to present 

their case to the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Finance. The ministers advised 

Warqu to reconsider the case and allow the peasants to retain their lands by paying the 

registration fee (mdtkiiya) only.67 

Initially Warqu was not willing to obey 1I0rders li from Addis Ababa. He argued 

that since the landowners had "concealed the lands knowingly" to evade taxes, they had 

to repurchase these properties or relinquish them. In the process of this altercation, many 

peasants were imprisoned and their moveable properties were confiscated. Due to 

repeated appeals and petitions by the peasants from Dodola, Warqu was forced to 

reconsider his decisions. In fact, in a. letter that he sent to the governor of Ganale awraja, 

Fitawrari Walda-Mikael Bu'i, he criticized the governor for allowing the peasants to 

accumulate tax arrears. He ordered him to collect registration fees only from the 

petitioners and return the extra lands, including those illegally granted to others to their 

previous owners.68 

The loss of "extra" or gebrdtdi to grantees was a phenomena that had happened 

elsewhere too, not just in Dodola. The rescinding of the previous coufiscations for the 

peasants of Dodola only created a discontent among the peasants of the rest of the 
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awrajas of the province. In 1966 the Parliamentary representatives of the people of 

FassU and Ganale, Mamma Hussen and Haji Abdulqadir Ganamo, respectively, 

petitioned the government "for equal treatment of citizens". Through their letter to the 

Ministry of Interior, they protested that the people suffered due: 

1) Discriminatory decisions made within one governorate general whereby positive 

responses were given for protesters from one awraja only, while those of others were 

rejected or ignored. With regard to Ganale awraja itself, the governors are not 

implementing the orders. Hence we request that you follow up the implementation of 

the orders. 

2) We [also] request that you take measures against those who had imprisoned the 

people, who auctioned off their properties and granted their rest to others, in 

disregard of imperial orders.69 

However, since the parliament was not influential in Ethiopian politics, the 

representatives could not be heared by those in upper strata. The government did not 

want to accept petitions from the remaining awrajas. Alienation of "extra lands" was 

thus enforced in the larger part of the province. In Ganale awraja itself, imperial orders 

were ignored under different pretexts. In 1967 more than twenty peasants, particularly 

from Dodola, appealed again against the continuation of land grants to outsiders and 

against delay in the execution of imperial orders.70 

One way of making it impossible for the peasants to regain control of their land 

was the shortening of the time period within which arrears had to be paid in full from the 

official six months to just three months. Many peasants were told that they had failed to 

redeem their lands within the proscribed period and that they had lost the lands 

permanently. To make matters worse, land measurements and quick transfer of so-called 
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extra lands to others continued unabated. In some cases, the extra lands included the 

very plots on which the houses of the peasants stood. Thus in 1967, about fourteen 

peasants petitioned the Ministry of Land Reform and Administration against land grants 

to btiltiwukitas. I quote below part of the petitions as addressed to BalHila Gabra-Tsadiq 

(Minister of State at the MLRA): 

... f~ J'fi. Fir ~"'I\ .. ODIo;r'f'} ftOD~ll ,}1l(.;r'f'}t; 

(1.;r 'f'} Om~t\t\aJ- Ull;r 'f'} fflt.('OT'} h".'}T hhJ'T 

~ f: OD hJ' -f:F 'f '} ~ 9" C" ft J' J'1I f ODtI}aJ-'} .ell;r 

ODIo;r 'f'}'} O~ J'iI hf~(.m- 1\C)t\aJ-t\;r OODilmTt; 

h '} .ttlJ-9" I\~.(' '} ~ OOl/Ilt;+C h~(1.;r 'f'} h f(lJfl~ 

OD+~~tJ' hlt".+aJ- Cl'7A CiI;r 'f'} iI~ +~ lf~,} .. . 

htpjf. It.ehOCA,}... ODll;r'f'} It.emO:" hOD~(.~9" 

Ot\.e .eA~'}9" O'1A CiI;r'f'} h'}~(lJ,}~I\~ f;rlPC,} 

ftlf'} h9"ilT (lJ1tf:F'f'}9" ;ril(.aJ- ftfl.P~ ... [~.e+tpA].75 

Thus there was nothing the peasants did not do to have government ban alienation 

of land under the pretext of finding terf land. It was this growing number of appeals, and 

petitions and the outbreak of a peasant rebellion in the province, which I will describe 

shortly that forced the government to establish an investigating committee in 1967. The 

committee was led by Seyum Sartsa-Madhen (the Director of Bale Governorate General). 

After looking at documents and discussing the issues with petitioners, the committee 

learnt that out of more than 280 gashas of land that were granted to the Church, members 

of the army, the police and the civil service, the large part belonged to 64 peasants who 

were dispossessed illegally. Further more, it observed that "cultivated" lands held by 

them were designated as "poor" and under-taxed while peasants were imprisoned 

illegally in the wdrdda for not being able to pay taxes that they considered to be 
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exorbitant. Based on these and other findings the committee made the following 

recommendations to the Ministry.72 

1. That land grants be suspended in Dodola and Adaba. 

2. That the imprisonment of peasants for failure to pay taxes and rents be suspended. 

3. That the reasons for the designation of "developed" lands as "poor" or 

"undeveloped" be investigated. 

4. That already settled or "developed" lands be returned to their previous owners; 

grantees who would give up such lands be compensated from other areas. 

5. That the government should forego back payments on extra lands. 

The MLRA endorsed the recommendations of the committee and ordered the 

governor to implement them. Those who claimed to have lost lands through the 

measurement were notified to reclaim their properties between September 11,1969 

(Maskiirdm 1, 1962) and March 7, 1970 (Yakatit 28,1962).73 Grantees who would 

relinquish the lands were to be given lands that would compare in quality with those that 

they lost from elsewhere. 

However, Christian grantees opposed the decision. They claimed that the Oromo 

were protesting the land grants on ethnic grounds. In their petition to the governor of 

Ganale, the grantees claimed that: "The petition by the local people was not due to 

shortage of land, but it was an opposition on the basis of ethnic differences against the 

settlement of Christians in the region.,,74 They asked the governor not to reverse the 

allocations that were already made. 

Despite the efforts of the local people, and the decisions made by higher officials, 

the peasants did not regain their lost lands. Local elite who were beneficiaries of the 
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ongoing land grants delayed the implementation of the decisions. Hence appeals and 

protests from the disgruntled peasants continued all the way up to the 1974 Revolution.75 

The confiscation of land had disinherited and reduced many peasants either to 

small holders or to tenants. While those who lost part of their properties were left with 

small-holdings, those who were forced to give up their entire holdings were reduced to 

tenancy. As it has been stated above, appeals and petitions against eviction were to no 

avail. The high-handed administration and the bureaucratic red tape prevented the 

implementation of even imperial orders. This created considerable amount of 

dissatisfaction with the system among many peasants. The mal-administration was felt 

even more because of the state's prejudice in favor of the Orthodox Church in a Muslim 

area. While the Church got both material and financial support, Muslim religious centers 

did not benefit from government provisions.76 

Already, landless peasants were also discontented because they could not benefit 

from land grant orders made "for all landless Ethiopians". Though the 1952 proclamation 

entitled them to receive half a gasha of land, the processes that one had to go through to 

qualify for the grant was too long and too expensive for peasants to afford. Many, in fact 

had no knowledge of the provision itself. 77 Hence tenants in highland Bale also had 

grievances that they could not contain. 

The growing discontent among the highlanders should not be seen separately 

from contemporary situations in the lowland areas of the province. Government land 

policy, heavy taxation and mal-administration had equally aggrieved the lowlanders. 

Under the circumstances, they were prepared to take advantage of the hostility between 

Ethiopia and the newly emerging state of Somalia, to advance their cause. Somalia had 

claimed the Ogaden and parts of southeastern Ethiopia, including Bale as its terra 
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irredenta (land that had to be liberated) and there was a wide-spread knowledge of this 

plan in the region. Thus, under the leadership of Kahin Abdi, disgruntled individual 

pastoralists from the Somali inhabited awraja of EI kere started an armed movement in 

1963 by attacking a small salt mine at Afqer. The revolt soon expanded throughout the 

awraja, targeting government installations and sites.78 It later developed in to a popular 

upheaval and expanded to the neighbouring awrajas ofWabe and Dallo. 

As in Elkere, the movement in Wabe and Dallo was instigated by individual 

fugitives. The revolt in Wabe was stirred up by a certain Haji Yishaq Muhammad Dadhi, 

a balabbat ofRaytu, who had fled to Somalia in 1961 to avoid arrest for the murder of an 

Amhara official in Ginnir. From Somalia, he established contacts with internal disserters 

and channeled firearms in to the awraja. The prominent rebels from Wabe included 

Hussen Bune, Aliye Dadhi and Ismi Hissu Abba Washa. Similarly, unrest in Dallo was 

intensified with the rebellion of men, like Waqo Lugo (formerly a village judge) in 1964. 

Through persuasion and intimidation these individuals rallied popular support behind 

their uprisings. 79 Thus the rebellion in the province had a common cause, and it was 

largely related to land. Because the lowlanders were also forced to lease from the 

government lands that they used for pasture, which they could not afford. 

In an attempt to check and stop the uprising, and "respond" to peasant grievance, 

the government quickly started to make promises. While insisting on the payment of the 

tax arrears that had accumulated between 1953 and 1963, the Emperor ordered that the 

peasantry be allowed to regain their lands. According to the decree, the money, that 

would be collected, would be invested in the construction of roads in the province. 

Above all, most probably to buy good will from the local elites, the Emperor ordered that 

the balabbats of Baale should be given siso privileges. In the words of the decree, the 
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Emperor stated that. 0(11\, mcfl\.e "7 ... -r fDt11- fll\fI-r·:f ~1~l\.1\l&' h1C fll\fI-r 

.... " J)I\~r"l. OOD{fCJ1'l&'{ O~ 10· fDt~C~1'l&'1 I\CD~&'-r ODl'~~6J'Tl&'1 

)\CJil;rl&' .4"1''1'1\1::80 "Since the balabbats of Bale governorate general unlike 

balabbats in other area have not had the privilege of taking their siso, we shall inform 

them of whatever will be due to them in accordance with the law." 

As I have pointed out in the preceding chapter, the balabbats of Bale did not pick 

up siso at the time of conquest or land measurement. During the 1951 land measurement, 

some of the balabbats of Goba and Sinana had asked for it. But local elders, like 

Grazmach Hussen Mamme, Haji Adam Saddo and Qanazmach Kenno Banta convinced 

them not to try to cause the eviction of their own kins for the sake of wealth and position. 

The balabbats abandoned the idea in part because there was a promise of salaries from 

the government. 81 Nevertheless, about thirteen dissatisfied balabbats later appealed to 

the Ministry of the Interior in 1954 and demanded that their siso rights be acknowledged. 

In order not to disinherit the tax paying landowners, the Ministry turned down the 

petition. 82 Until 1961 the balabbats thus continued to receive the ten birr that was fixed 

as salary. In 1961, the enddrase Ababa Gabre suspended the payment for reasons that 

are not very clear. 83 It appears therefore that the Emperor was making a real concession 

when he declared in 1964 that siso rights would be reconsidered. 

Despite the efforts of the government to stem the insurgency, armed conflicts 

escalated in the province. Through the efforts of Waqo Gutu and his group, who in 1965 

returned from Somalia, a loose coordination was ashured among the rebels. Waqo 

assumed leadership of the movement in the Dallo front. With material and technical 

support from Somalia the rebels intensified their attack on government posts. Successive 
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victories by the insurgents, confined the governors to major towns, and finally forced the 

administration to abandon its hit and run tactics, and commit to crushing the rebellion. 84 

The revolt in the lowland areas of the province not only encouraged stirrings in 

the highlanders but also transformed them into an "open resistance." But unlike the 

lowlanders, the peasants of the highlands did not take up arms. Only a few notable 

individuals are said to have joined the rebellion. Among these were Muhammad Abu­

Bakar, a wakil of a balabbat in Goba and Vmar Qabalo from Dodola were some of the 

most distinguished. The role of the highlanders in the Bale rebellion was, thus, 

predominantly, reflected in material, financial and moral support for the insurgents. 

Prominent local elites, who had played important role in organizing the support, included 

Fitawrari Ahmad Imama (warada governor and later vice-president for Fassil awraja 

courts), Qafiazmach Abu-Bakar Darga (a balabbat in Goba), Grazmach Vmar Hussen 

who was working as a para-legal, and Grazmach Adam Saddo. In September 1966, they 

addressed a mass meeting at Dire Sheik Hussein and exhorted the crowd to join and 

support the rebels. Ahmad Imama, in particular, is said to have urged the congregation at 

Dire Sheikh Hussen to supply the insurgents with ammunition, clothes and money. He 

further agitated for a continuous fight against the government which had confiscated their 

lands, imposed on them heavy taxes and discriminated against their religion.85 

Nevertheless, with the exception of Adam Saddo, all of the above agitators were 

rounded up and captured by the army in the same month. They were brought to court in 

June 1967 and the Bale Provincial High Court sentenced them to forty lashes and 25 

years of imprisonment each. The court also decided that the imprisonment be held 

outside of the province. Besides, the court also ruled that their property be confiscated.86 

But through their lawyer, Mulugeta Barihun, the defendants appealed the case to the 
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Emperor's Royal Court. In order, it appears, to pacify the province and appease the 

rebels, the Court rescinded the bodily punishment and confiscation of property. 87 

Amidst this the rebellion escalated and expanded to the highland areas as well. 

Some peasants from the wdradas of Goba, Ginnir and Dodola joined the rebels. Repeated 

attacks were launched by the rebels on the towns, including the provincial capital Goba, 

which was attacked twice in the year 1966. The police and the territorial army in Adaba 

and Dodola faced defeat. Critical points were reached when governors of Adaba and 

Dodola, Grazmach Baqala Haragu and Fitawrari Walda-Mikael Bu'i respectively were 

killed, the former in 1965 and the latter in 1966.88 

Accusing the Somali Republic for instigating and abetting dissent in Ethiopia, the 

government admitted that the rebellion had indeed become quite threatening to the 

stability and security of the country. It thus had reinforced the Fourth Army Division 

stationed in Nagele Borana, Robe and Goro. In December 1966, a state of emergency 

was declard over all awrajas, except Fassil. A police officer, general Walda-Sellase 

Bariika, replaced Warqu Inqua Sellase as the governor of the province. The government 

launched a whole scale counter-attack both on the ground and by means of aerial strikes. 

Those peasants, who were "suspected" of supporting the rebels, were fined and detained. 

The army managed to cut off rebel centers from supply routes. 89 

To the disappointment of the insurgents, Somalia abandoned its support at this 

critical point. Due to its own internal problems and the need to come to a rapprochement 

with Ethiopia, the Somali government announced its interruption of aid to the rebels. 

Hence, the rebels faced intractabl~ internal and external problems. With growing 

government suppression peasants could not sustain the struggle for long. Despite their 

strong resistance through guerrilla warfare, the rebels were overpowered by intensive 
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aerial bombardment in 1969 and 1970 in Dallo and Elkere. This spread terror within the 

peasantry and forced them to surrender. Rebel leaders were compelled to give up, the 

major submission, of course, being that of "General" Waqo Gutu on March 28,1970.90 

The rebels finally surrendered upon the declaration of amnesty from the government. 

Thus, it appears, that they did not face executions or imprisonment after submission. 

The revolt that lasted for nearly seven years has caused considerable suffering on 

the peasants. Besides the loss of human lives, livestock and other kinds of property were 

looted and plundered by the ill-disciplined nach ldbash and territorial army. Though at a 

smaller scale government forces had also suffered a heavy loses and the state had 

incurred considerable expenses.91 

With regard to the question of land, only few promises and concessions were 

made after the revolt. Finally, the government declared that it had canceled the tax 

arrears up to 1967. But by then, this was too late for most peasants for while some had 

already paid the arrears, others had already been forced to give up their lands. Thus, only 

a few peasants could benefit from the concessions. The government also announced that 

all former landowners, who had lost control over land should apply for reconsideration 

and set the dead-line to 1973. Some 279 persons submitted petitions reclaiming 417 

gashas of land. Something like 6780 men applied for fresh grants of land. 92 

The smaller number of peasant applicants was not due to the absence of 

confiscated land or satisfaction. The long and cumbersome administrative processes must 

have discouraged many of the peasants and thus drove them to refrain from the deal. The 

small number of peasant applicants appears to have been a result of the long and 

cumbersome nature of the processes through which they knew they had to go to get any 

results. 
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On the whole, the period after 1941 saw a great change in the fonns of property 

ownership and economic conditions in Bale. On the one hand, land measurements and 

grant policies facilitated the "privatization" of lands even though, traditional inheritance 

laws had mitigated against its development into exclusive proprietorship. On the other 

hand, a large amount of land had changed hands through grants, sale, inheritance and 

bequeaths. But the process of taxation and land measurement had equally resulted in 

outright confiscation of land, which led to protracted peasant petitions and finally to 

armed resistance in the province 
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Chapter V 

The Evolution of Tenancy in Highland Bale 

In the preceding chapter I have traced the process by which land measurement and 

the conversion of the peasantry into individual landowning taxpayers had taken place. 

Subsequently the political economy of land in the province was characterized by a gradual 

and expanding dispossession of the landowners. An equally important process that needs 

to be told is the shifting and increasingly tightening conditions of tenancy for the 

peasantry whom had to live and work on lands owned by others. 

Tenancy took many forms in highland Bale: from outright cash rentals of land to 

arrangements of sharecropping. There were local tenants and immigrant tenants. Yet the 

major trajectory of change in the story seems to have been the tightening of tenure leading 

to greater and greater poverty and widespread eviction of tenants. In this chapter, these 

points will be dealt with along with the role of both the local and central government 

institutions in the history of tenancy and the initiatives of the tenant farmers to protect 

themselves from the increasingly harsh conditions of access to land. 

In the general literature tenancy is said to have been related to imperial land tenure 

policy. Specifically in southern Ethiopia, it is understood as a phenomenon concomitant 

to the incorporation of the region in to the Empire under Menilek II. The conquest is said 

to have resulted in an extensive dispossession of the local people for the distribution of 

land among the northern officials and the soldiery. It is, further argued, that the state 

assumed full control over unoccupied lands and lands confiscated from rebels. From these 

lands grants were made to the royal families, favoured personalities, chiefs and the 

Church. Many of the grantees were also settlers who thus reduced the local peasants to 

landless tenants, depriving them oftheir traditional rights over the land. l 
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A section of the literature claims that land grants made immediately after the 

conquest were made in the form of madarya and that it was later, after the Italian period 

that they were converted to rest or private property. Up on the conversion of the grants to 

rest, the cultivators on the lands, according to the literature were, forthwith reduced to 

tenancy and lost their right over the soil. 2 

However, a closer examination of archival and oral sources does not bear out 

these claims. Rather, tenancy in high land Bale owes itself to several factors. One of them, 

of course, was the declaration of all unoccupied or unused land at the time of the region's 

incorporation as "government land", and the refusal, on part of the state, to recognize 

subsequent settlements on this category of land as ownership. Most peasants who settled 

on "government lands", therefore, became (or were regarded as the case may be) as 

tenants, first of the state to whom they paid rents, and then of whoever acquired land from 

the state in private tenure. Another important source of tenancy was confiscation of land 

from its previous owners under all kinds of pretexts, particularly under pretexts that land 

was found to be in excess oftitle and that owners were in default oftaxes.3 

My informants unanimously agree that stringent and heavy taxation coupled with 

the insensitivity of government had resulted in the reduction of many of the peasantry to 

tenancy.4 Those who lost only a part of their holdings became small owners who might 

need to involve in partial tenancy to servive,5 while peasants who were forced to give up 

all of their holdings became landless tenants. It appears that earlier forms of tenancy were 

arrangements among relatives, and that contractual arrangements between local tenants 

and non native, often absentee landowners became common much later. However, it was 

Imperial land grants that contributed to the expansion of tenancy considerably. Individuals 
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who were granted land rarely farmed it themselves. They "took in" tenants either as share 

croppers or as pasture tenants (the latter applying to lands not usable for agriculture). 

(j In some parts of highland Bale, confiscation of land and reduction of local 

peasants to tenancy was also related to the expansion of towns. Those peasants who had 

holdings around the towns located alongside the Dodola - Robe - Goba highway, in 

particular, were vulnerable to expropriation in the pretext of expanding the towns. It was 

at the expense of these peasants that these towns grew in size in the period under study. 

Here, I am not criticizing the need and importance of expanding urban centers, but that 

peasant were expropriated for this purpose without any compensation. For instance, as the 

town of Goba expanded through time the people of Sinja, Micha, Barno, Lashqona, 

Gamataja and the like were forced to lose parts of their lands.6 Similarly the town of Robe 

grew at the expense of lands of the balabalas of the Walashe clan such as Hidora, K ere, 

Zeybala, Illu, Adosh e, etc.7 Every time that land was included into the towns peasants 

would be allowed to possess lands only for their domicile. lfthey wanted to continue with 

agricultural activities they would have to rent lands outside the town, thus becoming 

tenants. 

Archival sources from Bale hold numerous petition letters against expropriation of 

peasant holdings in the pretext of expanding towns. For instance, in a petition they 

submitted to the governor of Bale awraja in 1946 E.C. (1953), about twenty peasants 

protested that their land known as Karmamisa was taken from them and enclosed as part 

of the town of Goba. Besides the destruction of crops on the field, they complained that 

they were not compensated for the loss. 8 When they were refused a response from the 

local governors, eighteen of the peasants appealed to the Emperor claiming that not only 

were their ancestral lands taken over without any compensation but also that the 
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municipality of Goba had refused to receive taxes on their remaining plots, thus in effect 

expropriating them completely. The petition partly states that: 

.elJ ouloT hhYT h"'J!-ou hYT TItAlJ: f'(1.1"I11 ",CilT "1°·ril· 

LD~hT"'I hAA If'r 1f11t;:lj' "19"T 1).el"lm1 [01949 l}.9".] TLDI"I~1I1:: 

... .eU9" I)YO:J- hv-1 OJr:f.1 ql\LD- h"1"'1'7i YIt~1"I "CiI;r :f." .. . 

h1955 l}.9". 1,.9"r? f10 q "19"Jr (l.T "1l1C hA+OIt:f.V-9" 111\0 

OA~ A~ H~ "CiI;r:f.11 ~"'l\OJ-1 1\t\.1t 1\.1"11'111 ~OJ-::9 

More than ninety peasant families lived on the lands that were thus confiscated. 

Despite their petitions the peasants were unable to regain their properties or obtain 

compensation. In 1956 B.C. (1963) the provincial governor, Fitawrari Warqu Inqua-

Sellase ordered the governor of Fassil awraja not to evict peasants from lands that were 

not effectively with the town's confines. IO But nothing happened about the compensation 

of those whose lands were already enclosed. 

Another institution that facilitated land loss and thus the expansion of tenancy in 

the province was the akiqa - menzer institution already described above. lI Occasionally 

the akiqoch, who represented groups of kin or heirs with the outside world, refused to 

recognize rights of ownership of the rest of their co-heirs. Specifically after 1951, when it 

was decided that all co-heirs should be entered in to the tax register, many alaqoch 

resisted the demands of others to be recognized as legal owners. The most common 

pretext, according to my informants and archival sources was that the menzer or member 

of his family were not related to the original owner. Alternatively, they would claim that 

the menzer were cultivating the lands merely as tenants, not as owners. 12 Failing to resolve 

the problem through arbitration or mediation by local elders (jarsumma), many a menzer 

were forced to sue the alaqoch. But they seldom succeeded. As the example of a lawsuit 

from--Dodola shows, in a village called Dirsa a man by the name of Foge Dibbe who 
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claimed to have owned land jointly with an alaqa known as Abdalla Godana, accused the 

latter's son for refusing to share with him the land that was passed down to them from a 

common ancestor. Foge Dibbe argued that when the father of Butta, Obbo Abdalla was an 

alaqa on the land he was registered as a menzer. But Butta refused to acknowledge the 

right of Foge who thus remained landless. 13 

Even, where the menzer were entered into the tax register and acknowledged as 

landholders, they would still be "susceptible to foul play by unscrupulous alaqoch who 

misrepresented their relationship with their co-owners not as one of equal partners but as 

one of landlord and tenant. ,,14 More often than not the alaqoch also expected their menzer 

to work for them ostensibly because they spent most of their time in submitting taxes and 

dealing with government on land related issues. Though such labour services were 

regarded as voluntary the alaqoch increasingly tended to expect them as a matter of right. 

The menzer-alaqa relationship should not, therefore, be regarded as a relationship among 

equals. As one of my informants, who previously was a menzer himself, but later became 

a tenant, told me "wal chalman menzerij chisi hanguma arerri bishan tarn. Menzerin kan 

chisi itti chalu wanuma dhalata abba laja ta 'e/," 15 Despite his recognition as "owner" of 

the land, the menzer was treated as dependent. His labour was exploited by the alaqa who 

acted as a landlord. 

Be that as it may, in the period under study, there were a good number of tenants 

in highland Bale. Unfortunately, I could not find data on the specific numerical strength 

of tenancy in each of the waradas. But one study conducted in 1972 by the Ministry of 

Agriculture in the three highland waradas of Dodola, Sinana (Robe) and Adaba showed 

that tenants in these areas made up about 38 percent of the peasantry.16 The survey, 
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however, had various limitations. One of these was its failure to differentiate between 

owner tenants and landless tenants. 

Landless peasants could enter into tenancy arrangements with their relatives in part 

because of the abundance of lands, relative to population but also because the terms of 

such an arrangement could be generous and fair. Tenants could even hope to obtain land 

from their relatives almost for free, with only minor obligations. This obligation might for 

instance, be that of providing occasional labour services. 

In highland Bale, tenants were both local and immigrant peasants. Especially from 

1950s on many immigrants peasants had come to Bale mainly from Shoa and Arssi. 

Informants say that in fact many migrants from Arssi had their origin in Shoa, and that 

Arssi was only a temporary stopover. 17 Many of these peasants became tenants. 

According to Blackhurst, the main interest of the Shoan immigrants tn the 

province of Bale was the need to secure land and livelihood. He stated that a "few Tulama 

[a section of the Oromo in Shoal were self-sufficient in land, though a good number 

owned their house sites and some agricultural land. Most, however, needed to supplement 

their holdings by renting or share cropping.,,18 Even though the majority of the 

immigrants entered into tenancy arrangement with the local landowning Oromo, a 

considerable number made such arrangements with resident or absentee Amhara 

landlords. For instance, one of my principal Amhara informants, Ato Taffasa Molla, told 

me that he had about sixteen gashas of land in the localities of Qasso and Shaya in Sinana. 

On these lands, he said, he had about thirty tenants, of who about twenty were immigrant 

Shoans. Some of them, he said, had their own small plots of land, and were only 

supplementing their income by sharecropping with him.19 
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My informants contend that the larger proportion of the tenants were owner 

tenants, that is they had their own small plots of land as well and that they took up tenancy 

to supplement income from their plots. Possession of private plots of farmland by tenants 

owes it self mainly to two major factors. One was purchase. While the other was gift from 

kin. There is some evidence, however, that private ownership of plots by tenant-farmers 

also was related to the scarcity of tenant labour itself Until the last decade preceding the 

dawn fall of the monarchy, finding tenants was a major problem for landlords in Bale. 

Since the larger proportion of the local peasants had their own land, landlords, both local 

and settlers were forced to take in outsiders or their poorer relatives under tenancy terms 

that also included provision of one or two midde of land for the tenant as his hal/ana 

(private plot). The tenant would be free to use this piece of land for his own upkeep. 

Sometimes, in fact, the gift included a cow or two, from ten to twenty birr of cash and 

even a donkey. The tenant was not required to surrender these properties to the landowner 

at any future point. They would be given to him as his personal property. If there is 

mutual understanding between the parties, the tenant could even retain the land for a 

payment of a nominal fee. There were also benefits or prerogatives that were generally 

recognized as belonging to tenants at this early stage of the evolution of the institution. 

For instance, the tenant would be free to collect the residue of grains in the fields after 

harvest and threshing. 20 This indicates that until the beginning of the 1960s tenancy in 

highland Bale was not a major phenomenon or a difficult condition. The problem grown 

much later when dispossession of the locals under different pretexts was intensified and 

the value of land increased with the growing size of the population and the expansion of 

commercial farming. 
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In the final analysis, tenancy took two major forms in the province and, 

presumably, elsewhere in the south. These were sharecropping and cash rental forms of 

tenancy. The most common form was the one in which landlord and cultivator would 

share the product after harvest. Basically three systems of sharecropping had existed in 

highland Bale: erbo arash, siso arash and yakuto or ekul arash.21 

The first form of tenancy, the erbo-arash, was the least common form of 

agreement. It is said to have been practiced only in some parts of Goba warada. Like that 

of siso-arash to be discussed shortly, the whole contribution, with the exception of land, 

was made by the cultivator. But the landowner would take one-fourth of the produce from 

the tenant. 

In the siso-arash arrangement, the landowner would provide the land only 

whereas the tenant would bring in all the rest, that is, seed, oxen and other equipment. 

Sometimes, depending on the distance of the farmland from the tenant's residence, 

remoteness of the location of farmlands, the landowner would provide half of the seed. 

After harvest all the products would be shared in such a way that the tenant keeps two­

thirds for himself. That is, of course, after putting aside a tenth of the produce for asrat. 

In ekul arash, the landlord and the tenant would share the crop on a fifty-fifty 

basis. The tenant would contribute in terms of physical labour while the landlord would 

contribute the land, oxen and the seeds. It appears that since most of the tenants were 

outsiders or immigrants with no tools or oxen of their own they depended on what was 

provided by the landlords. Such tenants by and large would be given plots for their 

residence on the estate. After harvest the cultivator would first pay back the seed and 

submit one-tenth of the produce as asrat (tithe) to the landowner before the division takes 

place. 

99 



Contrary to claims made in the literature, there is little evidence of a shift through 

time from erbo to siso and then to ekul arash.22 The three forms co-existed side by side 

through out the period under study. Greater benefits for landlords came in the form of 

diminishing amount of resources that landlords contributed. The development seems to 

have been from arrangements in which landlords provided oxen or seeds or both to those 

in which tenants provided the seeds or the oxen or both. 

As I have indicated above, in all the tenancy arrangements the tenant paid asrat 

before sharing of the harvest with the landowner. But the Ethiopian Civil code of 1960 

provided that the landowner shall pay the land tax and tax in lieu of tithe. 23 The intention 

of the provision was that the burden of taxation should fall not on the tenant but on the 

landowner himself. In reality, however, the tenant was forced to set aside one-tenth of his 

harvest so that the landowner would be able to pay the tax in lieu of tithe, before 

proceeding to the division of the harvest as rent payment. The landlord, thus, shifted the 

burden of tax to the tenant. 

Even more interesting is the fact that despite the abolition of asrat in 1967/4 it 

continued to be "collected" in the province of Bale up to the early 1970s. Both landowners 

and local governors seem to have enforced the payment. In one of the letters sent to the 

Sinana wdrada treasury in 1963 B.C. (1971), the governor of the wartida, Fitawrari 

Nagash Warqu warned that he had discovered the existence of landowners and tenants 

who have discontinued payment of asrat and that the office of the treasury would sue 

them and enforce the collection as soon as possible.25 He insisted that peasants should 

give precedence to the payment of current taxes rather than the arrears. The former 

amounted to something like 2,689 birr?6 
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The second major form of tenancy, the fixed rental agreement, was mainly made 

on the basis of cash. Landowners, both the government and individual owners leased out 

their holdings for fixed amounts of rent money, of course, the amount depending on the 

quality and accessibility of the land. Most of the time, government lands were rented out 

for pasture. And the amount ranged or varied from 49 birr in Ginnir to 24 birr in Sinana 

per gasha for a year. 27 Surprisingly enough, the payment on such lands was much greater 

in the lowland areas. The highest rate in the province was in Dallo, and that was 64 birr 

for a gasha.28 It appears that the fact that the low landers were dependent on livestock and 

required pasture over extensive lands, the price of land was expensive there. Besides, 

lands in these areas largely belonged to the state. Hence the pastoralists had to rent it for 

their livelihood from the government. 

In our sources we find no evidence of fertile government lands being leased out to 

tenants. Evidence shows that there was no such land at all. On the whole, out of lands 

under the disposal of the government, about 37 percent was rented for grazing. About 50 

percent was "reserved" as forest land while the rest was set aside for "unidentified" 

purposes?9 It appears that due to the inconvenience of location and the poverty of the 

soils, most lands in this category were not conducive for sedentary agriculture. Hence 

local government agents leased them out for grazing purposes. 

Among individual landlords, by and large, it was absentee owners who leased 

lands for fixed payments of rent. Most of these absentee landlords who acquired lands 

either through grants or purchase, lived in towns. Since they did not live or reside on the 

farms, they used proxy supervisors or wakils who would oversee their lands worked by 

tenants or leased out to them for grazing. The 1968 survey that was conducted under the 
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auspices of the Ministry of Land Reform and Administration showed that about fifteen 

percent of the landlords in the province were found to be absentee.3o 

Informants say that compared to resident landlords absentee owners preferred to 

lease their lands for fixed rents. This, they said, was because they could not supervise 

work or monitor the harvest situation on the ground. Fertile land, depending on its 

location, could according to these informants be leased for about 120 birr for a year in 

Goba in the 1960s.31 

On the other hand, to help protect their properties absentee owners preferred 

tenants whom would permanently live on the farm. Besides the protection of the land 

from infiltration by others, this would enable the landlord to extract permanent income 

from the tenant. Of course if the tenants were numerous, as indicated above, one of them 

would be appointed as wakil. Most of the time such representatives would be relatives of 

the landlords or simply honest and trusted tenants. He would be delegated to supervise the 

production activity, the payment of taxes and the collection of rents. As one of my 

informants, Muhammad-Hussen of Qasso told me, the wakil, besides a relatively better 

treatment by the absentee landlord, would also be given his own halkma land for personal 

upkeep.32 

For instance, an absentee landowner by the name Wayzaro Walattayes, who lived 

in Goba town, had about three gashas of land at a nearby village called Burqitu. The land 

was rented out to about twenty tenants. These tenants used to pay a fixed rent by 

contributions they make in proportion to the amount of lands each of the cultivators. One 

of them, a tenant by the name of Tafari, was responsible for the collection of the rent 

annually and its submission to Walattayes. For these services Tafari cultivated an 

additional three middes of land on which he did not have to pay rent.33 
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A tenant who cultivated lands belonging to an absentee owner was free to plant 

whatever crops he wanted to. As far as he met his rental obligations to the landowner, he 

could even sublease the land to other tenants. Of course, he would not be able to plant 

perennial plants on trees on the land. This would be possible only if a prior agreement had 

been reached in which the landowner agrees to compensate the tenant for such plants in 

the event that he leaves. 

Evidently among both part tenants and full scale landless tenants, sharecropping 

was preferred to cash rentals. Informants argue that fixed cash rents were feared for their 

inflexibility relative to harvest. If harvests fail or turn out to be poor the tenant would get 

further deep in debt. In sharecropping agreements such risks would be shared by both 

parties. Sharecropping of course, had its own limitations as well . It militated against farm 

improvements and innovation by the tenant since increased productivity would only result 

in increased extraction by the landlord. 

In addition to the payment of rent, tenants were expected to render free labour 

services. This could be either part of the agreement or simply traditional practice. Some of 

these services included working on the landlord's halkifia, collecting firewood, herding 

cattle, building granaries, providing domestic services such as grinding corn, cooking food 

on special occasions, etc.34 Tenants who lived on the landowner's land were more prone 

to be exploited through unregulated, informal demands on their labour than tenants who 

resided on their own plots and there fore lived elsewhere. This, however, is putting it in 

relative terms. It was generally hard for a tenant to have refused to work for the landowner 

when called upon. 

Agreements between landowner and tenants most of the time were concluded 

orally preferably with witnesses present. Written agreements were rare. Absence of such 
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agreements might theoretically appear to encourage tenant insecurity by reducing their 

ability to resist excessive demands coming from the landlord? 5 Nevertheless evidence 

from highland Bale shows that there was not a great deal of difference between the two. 

This seems to have been due to two major factors. For one thing, tradition prohibit 

landowners from evicting tenants for unsatisfactory reasons. To evict a tenant, a 

landowner would need to have concrete fact and valid reasons. Otherwise, one could face 

social isolation that might make it impossible for him to get another tenant. Secondly, 

until the late 1960s, due to the shortage of tenants landlords did not threaten to use 

absence of written agreement as a pretext to evict tenants 

Insecurity of tenure by the tenants in some parts of the province came much later 

in time partly due to the introduction of tractorization. In the late 1960s some of the 

landlords and officials in highland Bale began to use tractors for agricultural activity. The 

most notable landlords who launched mechanized farming in Sinana and Goba included 

Muhammad-Russen Faqi, Dammaqa Wube, Sirak Warqnah, Grazmach Tabajja Rayle and 

Balambaras Takle.36 Most of these men were government officials and civil servants. 

Between them some 1,680 hectares ofland was brought under mechanization in the two 

districts.37 

Despite its apparent contributions to agricultural productivity, tractorization had 

adverse effects on the lives of tenants in two ways. On the one hand, those landlords who 

put their lands to tractorization were no more interested in tenant labour. Agricultural 

activities, like weeding and harvesting could be managed by less number of tenants or 

farm labourers. Thus, tenants who lived on lands belonging to tractor farmers were 

susceptible to eviction. On the other hand, the beginning of tractorization in the province 

increased the value of land and subsequently tightened tenancy terms. Landlords and 
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commercial farmers, who sought to expand their holdings, began to buy lands at 

expensive prices or make contractual agreements with owners. Landowners who leased 

holdings on contractual basis thus preferred those who had taken on mechanization. Hence 

many tenant farmers, especially in Sinana and Dodola are said to have been victims of the 

tractor. 38 Grazmach Sirak Warqnah, who was once a judge in Bale High Court, for 

instance, evicted his former tenants after he took on tractorization. Especially one of his 

tenants, Sanbato Macha, who was evicted from his land at Haydaro in the balabbatnat of 

Walashe is remembered for his victimization.39 

It is apparent that peasants who rented government lands were not affected by this 

new development. That was because such land by and large was leased out for grazing. 

Commercial farmers were not interested to make contracts with the government. The 

most vulnerable tenants thus were those who resided on landlords' holdings. 

Eviction of tenants could be gradual or automatic.4o Some times landlords would 

simply increase the amount of rent and request their tenants to pay more. If the latter 

failed to afford the designated amount of rent he would be forced to leave the land. Some 

times, however, landlords would order their tenants to leave the land automatically, so 

they could sell or lease the land to commercial farmers . There was, however, no mass 

eviction of the latter type in highland Bale. On the whole, however, in the later part of the 

imperial era what one observes is a growing grievance on landless peasants due to the 

tightening terms of tenancy and an increasing degree of insecurity of tenure. 

Tenant farmers reacted to these harsh conditions in various ways. One of these was 

striving to get lands of their own as per the imperial land grant proclamations. As I have 

indicated in the preceding chapter, the government had through the proclamation of 

Teqemt 1945 E.C. (1952), promised all landless peasants to get half a gasha of land. 
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Based on this, some of the peasants, who had the information, petitioned their respective 

warada offices and the Bale provincial governor for grant. However, despite the fact that 

we lack a concrete data as to the degree to which the proclamation had benefited the 

tenants, it is evident that only a small number of applicants succeeded to obtain land. 

Informants attest that majority of the peasants were not aware of the provision, and that 

those who did know about it were unable to go through with the lengthy and corrupt 

bureaucracy.41 The procedures for obtaining land under the orders were so complex and 

expensive. They involved travelling by poor peasants as far as the provincial capital Goba 

and some times even as far as Addis Ababa. 

Information gathered from Dodola indicates that peasant grantees who did get land 

on the basis of this imperial decree were very few in numbers. For instance, out of the 379 

beneficiaries in the warada between 1968 and 1973 only 88 were formerly landless 

peasants.42 The number became small not because of the absence of peasant applicants, 

but the process was so cumbersome for the landless to succeed. Even if they succeeded in 

obtaining grant certificates, the lands that they would be "given" might be far away from 

their homes or not suitable for cultivation. Hence, peasants would be forced to find 

another landowner. Despite the hardship caused by increasingly harsh tenancy terms, 

peasants did not want to move away from their relatives and clans. Thus they would 

prefer to find other means, if any existed at all 

As indicated earlier, labour in the highland Bale was mobilized mainly in the form 

of informal and formal cooperatives. The most common form of these traditional 

cooperatives was the jiga, also known as diibo in some areas.43 It was an informal 

arrangement whereby peasants would ask others to help them on the field on specific date. 

The host would simply say jiga siqabadhe (I have reserved you for the jig a) to obtain the 
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commitment. The date would be agreed up on and preparation would proceed. The host 

would incur expenses for the food and drinks to be consumed during the jiga. Jiga was 

carried out during plaughing, planting, weeding, harvesting and threshing. In this kind of 

co-operative activity the host would not necessarily be required to work for those who had 

helped in his tum. But he was expected, if asked, to work. Though jiga was practiced 

among the peasantry on the basis of mutual understanding, the landlords, the baZabbat, 

burqa, generally the elite, tended to avail themselves of the labours of tenants and the 

surrounding small owners to work for them under the guise ofjiga. For fear of retaliation 

peasants almost invariably acceded to these demands. But the elite did not themselves 

participate in such co-operative labour parties. 

The other labour co-operative was known as kora or wan/iiI. It was an 

arrangement in which peasants would work for one another in rotations. It was practiced 

by peasants on an equal basis.44 The landlords seldom participated in this labour 

association. If they wanted to be involved at all, they would send one of their tenants to 

fill in for them. 

Generally the problem of landlessness and deprivation in highland Bale reached a 

high stage in the last decade preceding the collapse of the Hayla- Sellase regime. Increase 

in population and the introduction of new technology of production -the use of tractor, had 

further worsened the life of tenants by increasing the insecurity of tenure. 
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CONCLUSION 

Before the twentieth century a communal or lineage pattern of landholding had 

prevailed in Bale. While possession was individual, ownership was vested in the lineage 

groups. Members of the groups had a usufructuary rights. But transfer of land to 

outsiders either by sale or gift was not known. 

However, the conquest of the province by the Shoans in the later part of the 

nineteenth century and its incorporation into the Ethiopian Empire brought about changes 

of both social and economic significance. In the first few decades following the conquest 

peasants of highland Bale, who were given the generic name of gab bar, were 

individually allocated to northern officials and their retainers so as to provide them with 

tribute. The tribute that the gab bar paid to the najtanas and the malkiinas, as the 

conquerors were called, included payments in kind, cash and labour services. Though the 

peasantry were left on their lands, the tributary relationship that was introduced to the 

highland areas of the province exposed the gabbar to onerous exactions. 

Even if conquest was not followed by measurement and redistribution of lands, 

the state had confiscated lands that it claimed to have belonged to "criminals" and lands 

that were believed to be "unoccupied" even if the latter were regarded as communal 

ancestral holdings by the local people. These lands were put under the control of the 

governors or granted to the northerners either on permanent (rest) or temporary 

(madiirya), basis. Such allocation of land by the state, however, was not made for the 

local elites, that is the balabbat and the burqa. They retained lands transferred to them 

from their ancestors. 

In the period under discussion, the state had made legal the transfer of lands either 

by sale or "gift" to outsiders even if the consent of co-heirs was required. The process 
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encouraged changes of lineage or group ownership of land into private tenure. Despite 

constraints from traditional laws, those forms of surplus extraction that the gab bar was 

subjected to had also contributed to the evolution of private property of lands. They had 

compelled the peasant to expand farming so as to pay tribute. Consequently, and through 

time, these lands came to be regarded as private property. 

In the post-Italian period the centralization and standardization of taxes made it 

important to carry out land measurement in highland Bale. The purpose was to identify 

the size and quality of individually held lands, thus to facilitate collection of taxes. The 

measurements, however, triggered protracted opposition from the local people. People in 

the highland areas of the province initially resisted measurements for fear that they would 

increase the burden of taxes but what became much more vexing was that the 

measurements almost always resulted in the confiscation of property. It is equally 

significant, however, that the land measurements facilitated and completed the process of 

privatization of tenure. Concomitantly, the peasantry were also converted from tribute 

payers to individual landowning tax payers. 

This thesis has attempted to show in this thesis the dynamic interconnections 

between administration, tax collection, and the transfer of land generally from its local 

owners to northern settlers and absentee proprietors. Tax collection sometimes meant 

other than what it literally means, for administrators made it deliberately difficult for the 

peasant landowner to balance his obligations to the state with his efforts to obtain 

livelihood. Tax defaults, in other words, were partly the making of the administration, 

for local elite made sure that lands on which taxes were not paid were taken over as 

quickly as possible and transferred to others. 
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Hand in had with this the state granted large tracts of land to its civil and military 

officials while refusing to accommodate demands from the local peasantry to benefit 

from the grants. The policy nurtured the old Ethiopian tradition of buying supporters 

through the agency of land grants. The already landless peasants were devoid of access 

due mainly, to the cumbersome procedures of acquiring lands. 

The last few decades of the imperial period also saw growing transcations in land. 

Even though both the traditional and imperial laws regarding transfer of property 

militated against disposal, a great deal of lands changed hands through sale. The reason 

was that peasants were compelled to sale land sometimes to pay their taxes and 

sometimes to buy protection to save as much of their lands as possible from powerful 

land hunters. Be that as it may, in spite of the rise of landlordism, small-scale ownership 

remained to be the dominant feature in the region. Of course, there was also expansion 

of tenancy. About one-third of the lands in highland Bale were tenant operated. And 

there were both immigrant and local tenants. 

Peasants of highland Bale struggled to resist external pressures that threatened 

their control or ownership of land through different mechanisms. While the revolt of the 

1960s was the major step, petitions and tax evasions were also used as meanses of 

opposition. Nevertheless both were undermined through government measures and/or 

due to the prevailing bureaucratic rad-tape. 
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NOTES 

Chapter I 

1 See, for instance, John Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomy of a Traditional Polity (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1974), pp. 112-113; Joanna Mantel Niecko, The Role of Land Tenure in 
the System of Ethiopian Imperial Government in Modem Times, translated by Adam 
Bobinski Krzystof (Warsaw: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 1980), p.139; 
Michael Stahl, Ethiopia: Political Contradiction in Agricultural Development (Stockholm, 
Uppsala: Scandinavian Institute of African Studies, 1974), pp. 45-46. 

2 Richard Pankhurst, State and Land in Ethiopian History (Addis Ababa: Central Printing 
Press, 1966), pp. 135-136; Bahru Zewde, A History of Modem Ethiopia 1855 - 1974 
(London: James Currey Ltd., 1991), p.187. 

3 Mahtama- Sellase Walda - Masqal, Zikra Nagar (Addis Ababa: Natsannat Printing 
Press, 1942 E.C.), p.153. Compare this with the size of the qalad regions enumerated on 
pages 142 - 148 of the same book. 

4 Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomy of a Traditional Polity, p.105; Mantel Niecko, The Role 
of Land, p.139. 

5 The Arssi are an Oromo group in habiting the provinces of Bale, Arssi and parts of Shoa 
and Sidamo. 

6 Ministry of Interior Archives, box title and number "Bale 2150," file number 2137, 
specific series number of the file H-4, the year the file 'Was generated 1944 E.C.: Bale 
Warada Governorate to the Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 26, 1937 E.C. In subsequent notes 
the first series of letters refers to the sources of the archives; the second series of letters 
orland numbers refers to the box; the third series of numbers orland letters refers to the file 
number; the fourth series of numbers orland letters refers to a specific file where a series 
of files exists; the fifth (or the fourth, as the case may be) series of numbers refers to the 
year in which the document was generated: Thus MIA! Bale 21501 21371 H-41 1944 refers 
to a Ministry ofInterior Archive, a document kept in a box name and number "Bale 2150" 
in HAth file under number 2137, generated in 1944 E.C. 
The archives of the Ministry of Interior are found in the Walda -Masqal Tariku Memorial 
Research Center in Addis Ababa. Informants: Abba Jifar Tahiro and Haji Abadir Hussen. 

7 For further description see, for instance, Mahtama - Sellase, Zikra Nagar, pp. 121-124. 
The inheritablity of rest land on the basis of amblinial descent, which is commonly 
practiced in the northern part of the country has been researched well by Hoben. See, Alan 
Hoben, Land Tenure Among the Amhara of Ethiopia: The Dynamics of Cognatic Descent 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1973). 

8 Bahru, A History of Modem Ethiopia, p. 89; While explaining the pre-1936 land owning 
patterns in the province of Bale a letter sent to Harar also indicates that local peasants 
were allocated to the nqfiafias on quter - gab bar basis. See, Bale Administrative Region 
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Office Archive, box number 33, file no. 11 : Bale Awraja Governorate to Harar 
Governorate General, Miyazia 17, 1948 E.C. 

9 An explanation against the theory of "privatization" has been made by Tekalign Walde 
Mariam, "A City and Its Hinterlands: The Political Economy of Land Tenure, Agriculture 
and Food Supply For Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 1887 - 1974" (ph.D. dissertation, Boston 
University, 1995), pp. 11-14, 197 - 198. 

10 There is of course an indication that some of the northerners were allocated lands on 
permanent tenure. 

11 Informants: Faqi Hassano and Baqqala Waldayes. A malkana was an official at a 
district level. Most of the time he would be appointed by the provincial governor and 
given lands and gab bars. But shalaqa literally refers to an appointee, superior over a 
thousand (soldiers). He was appointed by the imperial authority at the provincial level as a 
commander. In some of the conquered regions he was also an official. 

12 F0/371118030: Barton to Simon, 18 June 1934, found in the Institute of Ethiopian 
Studies microfilm section. Informants: Baqqala Waldayes and Warqenah Balay also 
witnessed the efforts by the governor for reformation. 

13 See, for instance, Stahl, Ethiopia: Political Contradiction, pp. 63-68; Siegfried 
Pausewang, Peasants, Land and Society: A Social History of Land Reform in Ethiopia 
(Munich, Koln and London: Weltforum Verlag, 1983), pp. 46 - 47. 

14 The local people however, used lands, which were claimed to be unsettled, as marginal 
stretches for pasture. 

15 Ministry of Interior Archives(henceforth MIA)I Bale - Qalad 21581 21371 151 1944: 
"Bale Awraja Governorate: Details of Mackirya Lands," 1948 E.C. in 15th file under 
number 2137, generated in 1944 E.C. 

16 For the analysis on government land grant orders ,gee, for instance, Nigatu Lakaw, 
"State and Land Grant System in Ethiopia, in Ministry of Land Reform and 
Administration, Seminar Proceedings on Agrarian Reform (Addis Ababa, 1970), pp. 208-
214; Stahl, Ethiopia: Political Contradiction ... , pp. 63 - 68. 

17 John M. Cohen, "Ethiopia After Haile Selassie The Government Land Factor," African 
Affairs, vol. 72, no. 289 (October 1973), pp. 378 - 379. 

18 Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, Peasant Revolt in the Twentieth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 129 - 130. 

19 In some other regions of southern Ethiopia, for instance southwest Shoa as observed by 
Tekalign, the existence of lands in the name of the first grantee after generations, coupled 
with the Amhara laws of inheritance, which was enforced by the state challenged the 
privateness of lands with each passing generation. See Tekalign, "A City and its 
Hinterlands ... ," pp.259-263. 
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20 Mantel Niecko, The Role of Land Tenure ... , p. 139 ; Gabra- Wald Ingida - Warq, Ya 
Itiyopya Mdretinna Geber Sem (Addis Ababa: Tinsae Zagubae Printers, 1948 E.C.), 
pp. 8-9. 

21 MIN N 2077/ 4/ 1946: From Bale Waraela Governor to the Ministry ofInterior, Hielar 
30, 1941 E.C. The remaining two measurements were carried out in 1951 and 1963. 

22 Margery Perham, The Government of Ethiopia (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 
1969), p. 355; Mahtama Sellase, Zikra Nagar, pp. 140-14l. 

23 MIA! N 2077/ MTll/ 1946: Ministry of Finance to Fitawrari Taddasa Nagash 
(Governor of Bale Awraja), Nahase 15, 1945 E.C; On similar assertion, see also, 
Tekalign, "A City and its Hinterlands ... ," pp. 201-202, 264-265; Bahru, The History of 
Modern Ethiopia, pp. 89-90. 

24 Bale Administrative Region Office Archive (hereafter BAROA), 33/44: Bajerond of 
Bale Governorate General to the Ministry of Interior, Nahase 2, 1956 E.c. 

25 Informants: Sanbata Dubbi, Waqayo Kotoshe, Adam Buse. 

26 Prices of land in Bale in the last two decades of the imperial era increased from about 
40 birr to 12000 birr for a gasha. 

27 Such process was also explained in one of the works of Pause wang. See Pausewang, 
Peasants, Land and Society: ... , pp. 63 - 64. 

28 Bizuwork Zewde, "The Problem of Tenancy and Tenancy Bills: With Particular 
Reference to Arssi" (M.A. Thesis, Addis Ababa University, History, 1992). 

29. For the detailed discussions on the Bale rebellion, see Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power 
and Protest ... , pp. 125 - 159. 

30 MIN N 1277/ 1946: Bale Governorate General Land Reform and Administration 
Office to the Ministry of Land Reform Administration, Bielar 3, 1962 E.C.; lC.D. 
Lawrence and H.S . Mann, "FAO Land Policy Project - Ethiopia," Ethiopian Observer 9, 
4(1966), p. 332.; Ministry of Agriculture (henceforth MOA), Results from Surveys of 
Basic Form Conditions in Eleven Provinces of Ethiopia, Part II (Addis Ababa, 1973), p. 
268. 

31 MOA, Results from Surveys ... , p. 266. The survey, however, did not identify between 
the landless and owner tenants. As I have explained clearly in chapter five of this study 
the larger number of tenants in the province had their own smaller plots as well. 
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Chapter II 

1 MOA, "Annual Report of Agricultural Development Section of Bale Agricultural 
Development Office," Hamle 1975 B.C. p. 32. 

2 Bale Zone Planning and Economic Development Office, "Warada Details," August 
1996. 

3 MOA, "Annual Report ... ," p.43. 

4 Oromiya Planning and Economic Development Bureau, Condensed Physical 
Geography ofOromiya (Finfinne, 1997), pp. 56,86-87. 

5 Central Statistical Authority, The 1994 Population and Housing Census of Ethiopia: 
Results For Oromiya Region, voU, part 1 (Addis Ababa, 1996), p.36. 

6 Central Statistical Authority, Population andHousing Census 1984: Analytical Report 
on Bale Region (Addis Ababa, 1989), pp. 79-80. The 1994 census puts the size of their 
population at 362, 877. 

7 For explanations on this history of the Oromo, see Karl Knuttson, Authority and 
Change: A Study of the Kalu Institution Among the Macha Galla of Ethiopia (Goteburg: 
Etnografiska Museet, 1967); Mohammed Hussen, The Oromo of Ethiopia: A History 
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8 Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power and Protest ... , p.128. Informants like Abba Jifar 
Tahiro and Faqi Hassano also attested this. 

9 Von Eike Haberland, Galla Sud Athiopiens, (English Summary) by Peter Wingard, 
trans. (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer Gmb H., 1963), pp.772-773 .; Informants: Faqi 
Hassano, Shamsi Abdulle. The other Oromo moiety is the Borana. 

10 Mohammed Hassen, The Oromo of Ethiopia: ... , p. 4.; Haberland, Galla Sud 
Athiopiens, pp. 772-773; G. W.B.Huntingford, The Galla of Ethiopia: The Kingdom of 
Kaffa and Janjaro (London: International African Institute, 1955),p.18.; Tesema Ta'a, 
"The Oromo ofWollega; A Historical Survey to 1910" (MA Thesis, Addis Ababa 
University, History, 1980), pp.lO-11. 

11 Informants: Haji Abadir Hussen, Hussen Nasro, Adam Buse. 

12 Bahrey, "History of the Galla" in Some Records of Ethiopia 1593-1646 by 
C.F.Beckingham and G.W.B.Huntingford, trans. and eds. (London: The Hakluyt Society, 
1954), p.1l5 .; Herbert S. Lewis, "The Origins of the Galla and Somali," Journal of 
African History, 1 (1966), p.33. What is not clear, however, is whether the Muslim state of 
Bali had included Madda Walabu (DaIlo) or not. The Oromo claimed this region as their 
ancestral homeland. 
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.. 
13 See Map 1 .; Informants: Muhammad- Amin Shemo, Aman Gasho . 

14 Informants tell that four gada centers seem to have existed in the province. These 
were the Abba Muda in Dallo, ada Deniq or ada Roba in Ginnir, Hora Boqa in Mandoyu 
and ada Chaffa Lemman in Dodola. 

15 Ibid.; Haberland, Galla Sud Athiopiens, p.782; seems he has confused Bahira with 
Abba Bokku when he state that "He (Abba Bokku) enjoyed almost monarchical status, and 
had power over life and death." The Arssi Oromo of Bale might have adopted Islam as of 
the sixteenth century when they had come across the pre-Oromo Muslim community in 
Bali. 

16 Informants: Faqi Hassano, Muhammad Amin Shemo. 

17 Ketebo Abdiyo, "A Historical Survey of the Arssi-Oromo ca. 1910-1974,"( MA Thesis, 
Addis Ababa University, History, 1999), p.16. Among the Macha Oromo, those early 
settlers were vested with Qabiye rights, while the late arrivals had become dependents. 
For further explanation see Tesema, p.12.; Guluma Gemeda, "Gumma and Limmu: The 
Process of State Formation Among the Oromo in the Gibe Region, ca. 1750-1889," (MA 
Thesis, AAU, History, 1984),pp.39-44.; Tekalign Walde-Mariam, 'Land, Trade and 
Political Power Among the Oromo of Gibe Region: A Hypothesis," in Third Annual 
Seminar of the Department of History (Bahr Dar, 1985), p.264. 

18 It is impossible to find data on the early periods. But the 1964 statistical survey for 
instance, put the size to about 145,700 that is 1.2 persons to a square kilometer. See 
Central Statistical Office, Ethiopia: Statistical Abstract (Addis Ababa, 1964), p.1 . 

19 Informants: Haji Abadir, Hussen Nasro. 

20 Ibid.; MIN Bale 21501 21371 H-41 1944: From Bale Wiiriida Governorate to the 
Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 26,1937E.C. 

21 Informants: Haji Abadir Hussen, Abba Jifar Tahiro, Faqi Hassano. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Haberland, Galla SudAthiopiens, pp.773-774.; See also, lSpencer Trimingham, Islam 
in Ethiopia (London: Frank Cass and Co. Ltd., 1976), pp.9-11.; Mohammad Hassen, The 
Oromo of Ethiopia ... ,pp.xii-xiii, 4. 

25 Informants: Aman Gasho, Mamma Ebu, Muhammad Tena. 

26 Ibid. A midde is the size of a farm which a pair of oxen could till in a day. One hectare 
equals six middes. 
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27 As a mountain you did not defend me from the Garora, 
Nor are you flat to enable me see the Garora [advance], 
And what are you that fit for nothing. 
The triplet refers, of course, to the hill, which was too small to make for natural defense 
but big enough to hide Garora advances. Informants: Faqi Hassano, Muhammad Amin 
Shemo; Bale High Court Archive, "Historical Magazine," by Umar Hussen, Zallaqa Birru 
et al. (Goba, Tahsas 26,1976 E.C.), p.2. Type script. It appeared impossible to tell the 
exact period of their conflict. 

28 On the state formation in the Gibe region and Wallaga, see Guluma, "Gumma and 
Limmu: .. . ,"; Tekalign, "Land, Trade and Political Power...," pp. 261- 279.; Tesema, "The 
Oromo of Well ega: ... ," pp. 34-62. 

29 Informants: Faqi Hassano Muhammad Amin Shemo, Shamsi Abdulle,. 
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Chapter III 

1 Bairu Tafla, " Ras Darge Sable Selassie C.1 827-1900, " Journal o/Ethiopian Studies, 
13, 2(1975), pp.29-30. On the process of the incorporation of Arssi see also Abbas Haji, 
"The History of Arssi 1880-1935, " (BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University, History, 1982), 
pp. 18-43. 

2 Bairu, "Ras Darge .. . ," pp. 29-30. See also, Margery Perham, The Government 0/ 
Ethiopia, p. 295 . But Gebru argues that the conquest of Bale was achieved in the 1880s. 
Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power and Protest , p.128. 

3 Informants: Faqi Hassano, Mamma Ebu; see also Sintayehu Kasaye, " Goba: 
Foundation, Growth and Development to 1974" ( B.A. thesis, Addis Ababa University, 
History, 1985), p.7. 

4 Informants: Adam Buse, Faqi Hassano, Hassan Saddo. 

5 Guranda which is located on the edge of the Wabe Shabale gorge is a strategic place 
with one entrance to the site and is surrounded by steep hills. 

6 Informants: Haji Abadir Hussen, Mamma Ebu. 

7 Ibid. ; Hassan Sado; Sintayehu, "Goba: Foundation, Growth ... ," p. 7. 

8 Sintayehu, "Goba: Foundation, Growth ... ," p. 7. 

9 Informants: Mamma Ebu and Hassan Saddo; They tell that not more than three or four 
families, from both balbalas, were spared the killing. 

10 Regarding the foundation of Goba town and its development see, Sintayehu, "Goba: 
Foundation, Growth ... ," . 

11 Informants: Arnan Gasho, Shaltiqa Alame Kattaraw; Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and 
Protest ... , p. 128. 

12 Ginnir is a garrison town founded in 1 ~94 by Dtijazmach Walda-Gabriel. See Ketema 
Maskela, " The Foundation, Growth and Development of Ginnir Town to 1974" ( B.l\ 
thesis, Addis Ababa University, F;Iistory, 1987), pp. 3-7. 

13 Informants: Haji Abadir Hussen, Abba Jifar Tahiro, Faqi Hassano, Shamsi Abdulle, 
Alo Ahmad. 

14 Sintayehu, "Goba: Foundation, Growth ... ," p. 7. 
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15 In English: after he achieved the pacification of Arssi with his son Dajazmach Asfaw, 
Ras Darge sought to cross into Bale. But he heard that the people of Bale were prepared 
to fight. Hence, he sent one of his followers, a man from the Wallo region by the name 
Busari, with lots of abujedid cloth contaminated with smallpox. He distributed the cloth, 
which was contaminated by the smallpox pus to the people and the disease spread and 
devastated the whole place. The people of Bale knew that they could not fight under these 
circumstances. Hence they sent their elders to Ras Darge and "allowed" him to enter Bale. 
See Bale Region Administration Office, " Pre-and -Post Revolution History of Bale" 
(Goba, Tahsas 1976 E.C.), p. 1. Amharic type script. The document was prepared by the 
office for the tenth anniversary of the Ethiopian Revolution. 

16 Arnold Wienholt Hodson, Seven Years in Southern Abyssinia, (London: T.Fisher 
Unwin, 1927), p.92. 

17 Informants: Muhammad-Amin Shemo, Aba Jifar Tahiro, Hussen Nasro. 

18 Halange hin ddbsinu jechun warrti hangafa kenniittin. Ibid. 

19 Literally, as to the appointment of the balabbats, previously during the period of the 
Galla [Oromo] there were leaders of the ethnic group who were known as Bokku or 
Bahira who had the power to imprison and punish [people]. Later on when Ras Darge 
conquered the region those Bokku, ... who submitted peacefully and helped him were 
retained in power and their positions became hereditary, continuing up to now. MIA! Bale 
21501 2137/H-41 1944: From Bale Wtirada Governorate to the Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 
26,1937 E.c. 

20 For more on the description of the names of the balabbats and areas of their control. 
See appendix one. 

21 Richard Pankhurst, State and Land, p.136.; John Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomy of a 
Traditional Polity, pp.l06-116; Mantel-Niecko, The Role of Land Tenure, pp. 135-136. 

22 In English, ... those who later became balabbats had [territories also known as] 
burqinntit over which they had the authority to levy troops or provide services. All those 
who are found in his burqinniit have their own rest. In either cases of the balabbatinnat 
and the burqinntit, with the exception of the land that he has inherited from his father, 
neither the balabbat nor the burqa can claim mert. All those who are within the 
jurisdiction, [of the balabbat] be it the burqa or the gab bar have their own rest inherited 
from their fathers. Similarly the burqa, who served simply as a deputized leader of the 
rest owners, was not given the privilege of owing siso. [He owned only] lands transferred 
to him from his father or forefathers. MIA 1 B 21501 2137/H-41 1944: From Bale Wtirtida 
Governorate to the Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 26, 1937 E.C. Siso mert refers to a land 
chosen by a balabbat from lands under his control. The proportion may vary from a third 
to a sixth. 

23 Informants: Adam Buse, Alame Kattaraw, Baqrua Abaynah. 

118 



24 Charles F. Rey, Unconquered Abyssnia as it is Today (London: Seeley, Service and 
Co.Ltd., 1923), p. 189. However, Mahtama-Sellase tells us that a malkiinya who was a 
chief of hundred men had about 70, a mato-alaqa 40, a hamsa alaqa 25 and the soldiers 
10 gabbars each. Mahtama-Sellase Walda-Masqal, "Land System of Ethiopia," Ethiopian 
Observer, 1,9 (1957), p. 293 . 

25 Informants: Adam Buse, Alame KaWiraw. 

26 Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest ... , pp. 129-130. Gesho (rhamnus prinoides) is used 
in the manufacturing oftaj, a local drink of Ethiopians. 

27 Gabra-Wald Ingida-Warq, Ya-ltiyopya Maretinna Geber Sem, p. 19. The money that 
was paid for the governors was locally known as qarshi quce. 

28 Informants: Warqnah Balay, Taffasa Molla, See also, Umar Hussen, Zallaqa Birru, et 
ai, "Historical Magazine," (Goba; BHC, Tahsas 26, 1976E.C),p. 3. Amharic type script. 

29 BHCI File 2: To Dajazmach Nasibu Chilot, Sane 15, 1926 E.C. 

30 Informants: Abarra Warqu, Faqi Hassano, Taffasa Molla; See also, Umar Hussen, et aI, 
p. 3. 

31 Unlike the other regions of the country, the people of this awraja, before 1936 
were designated as gabbar and were required to pay geber on the basis of their herds. 
[They were classified as] arat awuchi, sost awuchi, etc. [It was] not [done] after the 
amounts of land under their control as assessed by enumerators. See MIN B 21671 
2137/11/1944: From Bale Warada Governorate Office to the Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 
21,1941 E.C. 

32 Gabra-Wald, Ya - ltiyopyaMeretinna Geber Sem, p. 19; Mahtama-Sellase, Zikra 
Nagar, p.133. 

33 Informants: Alame Kattaraw, Ababa Walda-Tsadiq, Abba Jifar Tahiro, Haji Abadir 
Hassan. 

34 Gabra-Wald Ingida-Warq, Ya-ltiyopyaMaretinna Geber Sem, pp. 16-17. He notes 
that the guaz-tagasha received seven qunnas per gasha, plus five additional qunnas for 
each dependent. C.M.McClellan, " Reaction to Ethiopian Expansionism: The Case of 
Darasa, 1895-1935,"( Ph.D Thesis, Michigan State University, 1978), p. 170. Reports a 
payment of five to ten thalers per year and a monthly grain allotment of half a dawulla 
(fifty kilograms). 

35For more information see Mahtama-Sellase, Zikra Nagar, pp. 334-335. 

36 On this basis, for instance, a certain Qanyazmach Bizunah and a son ofGerazmach 
Nur used to pay about ten dawulla on one gasha of their land in Goba-Sinja. BRHCN 
File-2: To Dajazmach Nasibu Chilot, Nahase 2,1926 E.C. See also Mahtama-Sellase, 
Zikra Nagar, p. 335. 
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37 A burqa is an alaqa, that is, a senior member (or chief) of a rest [owning lineage]. As 
such, he has rest for himself As an alaqa to his relatives he orders them. A burqa who is 
in charge of ten gabbars was not required to pay geber but he orders them (his gabbars) . 
And if he has got less than ten gab bars to manage he would be paid ten birr in lieu of 
honey and salary but was not required to pay geber. MIA! B 2147/2137/ 3/ 1944: From 
Bale Warada Governorate Office to the Ministry of Interior, Tahsas 21, 1941E. C. 

38 BHClFile 2: To Dajjazmach Nasibu Chilot, Sane 1511926 E.C.; Informants: Shamsi 
Abdulle, Muhammad-Amin Shemo. 

39 BAROA!33111: From Goba Warada Governorate to Bale Awraja Governorate, Hamle 
5,1951 E. C. 

40 Issues related to land measurement will be explained in the next chapter. In many of 
the provinces of southern Ethiopia, conquest was attended by land measurement and 
subsequent redistribution either on madarya or on rest (permanent) basis. See Tesema 
Ta'a, " Political Economy of Western Ethiopia From mid-16th Century to the 20th century," 
(ph.D. Dissertation, Michigan State University, 1986), pp.195-200; C.M. McClellan, State 
Transformation and National Integration: Gedeo and the Ethiopian Empire, 1895-1935 
(East Lansing: Michigan State University, 1988), pp. 81-82. 

41 On this theory, see Shiferaw Bekele, " The Evolution of Land Tenure in the Imperial 
Era, " in An Economic History of Ethiopia, vol. I (Dakar: CODESRl~ 1995.), pp. 78-80. 

42 Informants: Faqi Hassano, Abdurahman Sayd, Shamsi Abdulle, Abdi Usman. ) 

43 Informants: Tafi'asa Molla, Abba Jifar Tahiro, Yared Warqnah, Haji Abadir .There ~re 
controversial views as to the period of the introduction of plow farming to highland Bale. 
While some of my informants claim its existence before the conquest, others are 
attributing it to the Amharas. The point requires further investigation and is beyond the 
scope of this paper. 

44 Ibid 

45 Hodson, Seven Years ... , p. 92. 

46 Informants: Ababa Walda-Tsadiq, Faqi Hassano, Kabada Amara. 

47 In Dallo awraja, for instance, Ras Tafari (later Emperor Hayla Sellase) is said to have 
appropriated not less than 2000 gashas of land. BAROA 21/ H: From Fitawrari Tasara 
Ratta to Bale Awraja Governorate, Nahase 15,1942 E.C. 

48 Informants: Haylu Faye, Hussen Nasro, Haylu Faye, Shamsi Abdulle, Siyum WaIda­
Am anu el. 

49 Informants: Ababa WaldaTsadiq, Faqi Hassano, Muhammad Amin Shemo. 
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50 In English, when my father Junda was alive we have bequeathed our rest located at 
Barbare to His Imperial Majesty, but now we have no pension as designated by the rule. 
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10,1963 E.C. 

76 Aberra Ketsela, "The Rebellion in Bale," pp.13-17; Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, 
pp.136-138. In Fassil, while the 38 Churches had possessed about 770 gashas, the 49 
Mosques had no land granted to them. See, BARON F191 14: Admasu Tariku (Awraja 
Governor) to Jagama Kello (Indarase), Tiqimt 28,1965 B.C. 

77 Informants: Ibrahim Sayd, Yared Warqenah, Adam Shallo. Discussions on tenancy is 
found in the next chapter. 

78 Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, pp. 140-141.; Aberra, "The Rebellion in Bale, pp. 
2-4.; BARO, "Pre-and Post Revolution, pp. 86-87. 

79 Ibid.; BARON W21/2: "The Condition of Stability in Wabe," Stine 10,1956 E.C. 

80 Addis Zaman, IT (Magabit 1,1956 E.C.). The Emperor declared these during his visit to 
Bale in March 1964. But the orders were not put to effect. 

81 Informants: Muhammad-Amin Shemo, Ibrahim Sayd . .MIA! B 2150/21371 HAl 1944: 
Bale Awraja GovernortoRas Ababa Aragay, Teqimt 13,1945 E.C. 

82 MIA! BQ 21581 21371 21 1944: Ministry of the Interior to Be/ata Ayala Gabre (Indiirase 
to Harar), Sane 1,1946 B.c. 

83 Informants: Muhammad-Amin Shemo, Ibrahim Sayd; MIA! 2117/97: Ministry of the 
Interior to Bale Governorate General, no date. 

84 Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, pp. 143-145., Aberra, "The Rebellion in Bale," p. 
11.; Waqo Gutu was a man with qallu and balabbat family background who deserted to 
Somalia in 1964 due to grievances he faced in Borana. see Jagama Kello, " Report to 
Army Headquarter," Yakatit 20,1962 E. C. Found in the disposal of Jagama. 

85 BHCA! MI 64: Seyum Hayla-Mika'el to Bale High Court, Maskiirdm 24,1959 E.C. 
Informants: Mamma Ebu, Faqi Hassano. 

86 BHCA! Ml64: Official Minute of Bale High Court, Stine 6,1959 B.C. 

87 BHCN Ml64: Imperial Supreme Court to Bale High Court, Maskiiram 11,1960 E.C. 

88 Informants: Getachaw Walda-Mikael, Faqi Hassano, Abba Jifar Tahiro, Jagama Kello. 
See also Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, pp.144-145; Aberra, "The Rebellion in 
Bale," p.11 . Informants, however, implicated Warqu Inqua-Sellase for the murder of 
Walda-Mikael Bu'i who also was the Governor of Ganale awraja. It is said that Warqu 
ordered this because of their personal quarrel and suspicion of his sympathy with the 
rebels. 
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89 Aberra, "The Rebellion in Bale," p. 22; Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, p.145. 
Informants: Jagama Kello, Getachaw Walda-Mikael. 

90 Aberra, "The Rebellion in Bale," pp. 23-24; Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, 
pp. 147-148; Jagama Kella "Report to Army Headquarters, Yakatit 20,1962 E.C.; See also 
Addis Zaman "Leader of the Rebels Surrendered in Bale," Addis Zaman, Magabit 1,1962 
E.C. 

91 With the absence of enough sources the size of loses could not be told convincingly. For 
instance Gebru has estimated that some 54 men died from the government side against 
871 from the rebels. See Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, p.156. My own sources 
from the personal records of General Jagama Kello indicate that until, the year 1965/66 
alone while the rebels had lost about 2264 lives, about 190 men were killed from 
government side. See Jagama Kello, "Memo" Miyazia 13,1958 B.C. (found at the disposal 
of Jagama). 

92 Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, p.157; Aberra, "The Rebellion in Bale," p. 25; 
"The Emperor in Bale Governorate General,"Addis Zaman, no 172 (Hamle 19,1962 B.C.) 
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I 

Chapter V 

I On this argument see for instance, Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomy of a Traditional Polity, 
pp. 108-112; Pankhurst, State and Land, pp.174; Stahl, Ethiopia: Political Contradictio, 
pp. 45-50; John M.Cohen & Dov Weintraub, Land and Peasants in Imperial Ethiopia: 
The Social Background to a Revolution (Assen: Van Gorcum & Compo B.V, 1975), p. 36. 

2 Pausewang, Peasants. Land and Society, pp. 46-47; Nigatu, "State and Land Grant 
System," p. 208; Bizuwork, "The Problem of Tenancy and Tenancy Bills," pp. 5-6. 

3 Informants: Taffasa Molla, Faqi Hassano. 

4 Ibid; Makonnen Hassan, Haji Abadir. 

5 Stahl argued that those peasants operating up to three hectares of lands were termed as 
poor while those with holding up to ten hectares were designated as middle peasants. See 
Stahl, Ethiopia: Political Contradiction, pp. 87-88. But one source from Sinana Warada 
indicates that peasants who possessed less than five hectares were designated as tenants. 
Sinana Warada Agricultural Development Office Archive (SWADOA)/ no box no.l21: 
"Explanation on Shallo Peasant Association," 1968 E.c. 

6 Informants: Kabbada Amara, Ayala Danagatu, Mamma Ebu. 

7 Informants: Muhammad-Amin Shemo, Adam Buse. 

8 BADON 2811, Petitions by Peasants of Karmarnisa to Taddasa Nagash (Governor), 
Hidar 2,1946 E .C.; BADON 28/1: Peasants of Karmamisa to Harar Governorate General 
Office, Hidar 5,1946 E. C. See also appendix five. 

9 In English, [about half of the] land which has been transmitted to us from our forefathers 
was taken from us and enclosed as part of the town [of Goba in 1949 E.C.] without 
compensation. Moreover as of 1955 E.C [1963] the Office of the treasury of Goba district 
has refused to receive taxes on the remaining half under different pretexts and [has thus] 
evicted us from or rest to give to others. BADOA 28/1, Aman Hussen and Others to His 
Imperial Majesty, Tiqimt 12,1949 E.C.; BADOA 2811, Hussen Dorimo and Eight Men to 
the Indiirase of Bale, Tiqimt 5, 1956 E.C. 

10 BADOA 28/1, Warqu Inqua-Sellase to Haylu Masay (Governor ofFassil), Tiqimt 
14,1956 E C. 

11 See, pp. 61 and 71. 

12 Informants: Adam Shallo, Muhammad Tena, Ibrahim Sayd; See also SWCN 171/ 
53: From Sayd Ali and Muhammad - Hussen Dinqa to Bale Awraja Governorate, Bidar 
4,1944 E.C.; SWCN 78/ 50: Kanfalcha Arabo to Bale Awraja Governorate Court, Tiqimt 
27,1950 E.C. 
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13 BHCA/ 12/ Foge 57: Foge Dibbe to Dodola Warada court, Tahsas 22,1957 E.C. 
Similarly Kadir Kimo was dispossessed in Sinana on this basis. See SWCA 134/61: Kadir 
Kimo to Sinana Wdrtida Court, Miyazia 30,1961 E.C. Buta had inherited the title of 
aldqenndt from his father. 

14 Tekalign, "A City and Its Hinterlands ... ," pp. 264-265. 

15 In English, the difference between a minzir and a tenant was like the difference 
between curd and water. A minzir exceeds a tenant only because he was recognized as a 
member of the land-owning lineage. Informant: Adam Shallo. 

16 MOA, Results From Surveys ... , p. 266. But a survey conducted by the same Ministry in 
1974 put the size at 27 percent. See, MOA, Agricultural Sample Survey of 1974175, 
Vo1.ID (Addis Ababa, 1975), p. 174. 

17 Informants, Sanbata Dubbi, Waqayyo Kotoshe, Taddasa Abdi. The 1984 Central 
Statistical Office report shows that more than 30,000 peasants had entered Bale in the few 
decades before 1974 from Shoa and Arssi; See CSO, Population and Housing Census ... , 
p.230. 

18 Blackhurst, "Adopting an Ambiguous Position," p.248. 

19 Informant: Taffasa Molla. He says that although he had inherited about two gashas 
from his father, an early naftaiia killed by the Italians, the rest he bought from local 
peasants. 

20 Informant: Adam Buse, Taffasa Molla, Ibrahim Tola; BARO, "Pre-and-Post 
Revolution ... ," p. 79. 

21 Informants: Adam Buse, Taffasa Molla; MOA, Results from Surveys ... , p. 268; 
Lowrence and Mann must have been wrong when they stated that the majority of tenants 
in Bale paid rent at the rate of one-third of the crop: see, Lawrence and Mann, "F AO Land 
Policy Project," p. 332. Based on information gathered from local sources, I found the 
ydkuto system to be the most common rental form. 

22 Cohen and weintraub for instance, argue that under the influence of agricultural 
development the arrangement shifted from irbo to siso and then to Ydkuto. See, Cohen and 
Weintraub, Land and Peasants in Imperial Ethiopia, p. 53. 

23 "Proclamation No.165 of 1960," Ndgarit Gazeta No.2 (1960). 

24 "Income Tax (Amendment) Proclamation," Nagarit Gazeta, No. 4(1967). See also Taye 
Gulilat, "The Tax in Lieu of Tithe and the New Agricultural Income Tax: A Preliminary 
Evaluation," Seminar Proceedings on Agrarian Reform, by MLRA (Addis Ababa, 1970), 
pp. 110-117. 
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25 SWCA/ 14/69: Nagash Warqu (Governor) to Sinana Wiiriida Treasury Office, Hamle 
15,1963 B.C. See also, J\.1LRA, Report on Land Tenure Survey of Bale ... , p. 26; SWCA/ 
14/69: Sinana Wiiriida Court to Jeylan Hussen (balabbat of Sanbitu), Hamle 25,1965 E.C. 

26 SWCA/ 14/69: Tashoma Balata (Secretary of the Wiiriida) to Wiiriida Treasury Office 
and the Parish Office, Tiqimt 15, 1964 E.C. In this year about twenty-five peasants were 
brought to court in Sinana for failure to pay asrat. 

27 MIA! 1767/ 12754: Bale Governorate General to the Ministry of Land Reform and 
Administration, Miiskiiram 15,1962 E.C; J\.1LRA, Report on Land Tenure Survey of 
Bale ... ,p.23. 

28 J\.1LRA, Report on Land Tenure Survey of Bale ... , p. 23. 

29 Ibid., pp. 18-19. There were about 11,992 gashas of government lands in the province. 

30 Ibid., p. 13. 

31 Informants: Faqi Hassano, Warqenah Balay. See also, SWCA/ 246/55: Shambiil 
Waldayes Tasamma to Fassil Awraja Court, Nahase 21,1955 E.C. 

32 Informant: Muhammad - Husseri Shemo. 

33 Informant: Ababa Waldayes. This informant had his own land in Burqitu village. 

34 Informants: Faqi Hassano, Adam Shallo, Muhammad-Hussen Shemo. 

35 Lawrence, "F AO Land Policy Project," pp. 310-311; Cohen and Weintraub, Land 
and Peasants in Imperial Ethiopia, p.55. 

36 Informants: Muhammad-Amin Shemo, Taffasa Molla. 

37 BAROA/ 714/19: "Report on Activities and Problems Encountered in 1964 E.C.," 
Miiskiiriim 1965 E. C. Gebru States that such farm lands amounted to about 4000 hectares. 
See, Gebru, Ethiopia: Power and Protest, p. 157. 

38 Informants: Taffasa Molla, Ibrahim sayd, Muhammad - Amin Shemo. 

39 Dafo Tura, "Historical Study ... ," p. 3. 

40 Ibid.; Salamon Hayla-Mariyam 

41 Informants: Taffasa Molla, Yared warqenah, Ibrahim Tola, Faqi Hassano. For further 
explanation on the processes involved in the bureaucracy see also Nigatu, "State and Land 
Grant System," pp. 213-214; Cohen and Weintraub, Land and Peasants in Imperial 
Ethiopia. pp. 60-61. 
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42 "Rest Land Register," found in Dodola Agricultural Development Office, no date. 

43 Informants: Faqi Hasano and Adam Shallo. 

44 Ibid. 
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Name of Informant 

Ato Ababa 
Walda-Tsadiq 

Grazmach Abarra 
Warqu 

Abba Jifar Tahiro 

Haji Abdir 
Hussen 

Obbo Abdi 
Usman 

Haji Abdurahman 
Sayid 

Haji Adam Buse 

ObboAdam 
Shallo 

Shakiqa Alame 
Kattaraw 

List of Oral Informants 

Date of Place of 

Age Interview Interview 

78 29/6/2000 Goba 

65 20/5/1999 Addis 
Ababa 

Ca. 94 7/12/1999 Dodola 

70 3/6/2000 Robe 

82 20/5/2000 Robe 

63 14/7/2000 Dodola 

Ca.82 4/6/2000 Robe 

53 2/6/2000 Robe 

Ca.91 5/5/2000 Jarra 
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Remark 

He was a lawyer. Had a land 
grant by the state. 

Worked as a governor in three 
waradas during the Imperial era. 
Now lives in Addis Ababa. 

He was a well known landlord in 
Dodola. Despite his old age he 
has a good memory of the early 
history of the Oromo and the 
land tenure patterns. 

He was a landlord in Sinana Had 
a fairely good memory on the 
pre-conquest history of the 
Oromo and the land regime that 
was introduced into highland 
Bale. 

Former peasant and now he is a 
merchant in Robe. 

He had his own land worked by 
tenants. And he is a lawyer as of 
1965. 

He was a land lord in Sinana. 
Very important oral informant. 

Former tenant. He gives a good 
account on landlord tenant 
relationshi ps. 

Former nach-labash. Had been 
granted three gashas of land. He 
is a knowledgeable informant of 
the conquest of Bale and the land 
grant orders. 



Name of Informant 

Haji Alo Ahmad 

Haji Aman Gttsho 

Mammire Ayala 
Danagatu 

Ata Baqqala Abaynah 

Ata Baqqala Waldayes 

Haji Faqi Hassano 

Obba Gatachaw Walda­
Mikael 

Haji Hassan Saddo 

Date of Place of 

A Interview Interview 

g 

e 

6 30/5/1999 
2 

7 21512000 
6 

9 281612000 
5 

7 411211999 
2 

8 161712000 
7 

5 16/612000 
8 

7 171712000 
5 

6 21712000 
7 

Addis 
Ababa 

Jarra 

Goba 

Dodola 

Dodola 

Goba 

Goba 

Goba 
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Remark 

A landowner who participated 
in the Bale peasant revolt. He 
is presently a member of the 
Parliament. 

An aldqa on land. He IS a 
notable oral informant. 

Member of the early ndftdnds 
and a priest in Goba. Despite 
his old age he has a good 
memory on church lands. 

He was a lawyer in Dodola. 

He worked on different posts 
In Dodola wdrdda 
administrative office and Bale 
provincial administration. He 
has a good knowledge of the 
land holding patterns. 

He was an employee in the 
provincial finance office. Had 
participated in the 1963 land 
measurement. He is a notable 
oral informant on the history 
of the regIon, land 
measurement and taxation. 

Member of the Chamber of 
Deputies in the old Parliament' 
for eight years. He is a grand 
son of the baiabbat of 
Gannale. 

He is a member of the balbdla 
of Abarossa. A well-known 
informant on the 
confrontation with Ddjazmach 
Asfaw and the fate of his 
bdlbaia. 



Name oflnformant 

Obba Haylu Faye 

Haji Hussen Nasro 

Obba Ibrahim Sayid 

Obba Ibrahim Tola 

General Jagama 
Kello 

Ata Kabbada Amara 

Obba Makonnen 
Hassan 

Haji Mama Ebu 

Ata Mendaye 
Tasamma 

Age 

53 

63 

55 

48 

81 

72 

67 

80 

56 

Date of Place of 

Interview Interview Remark 

27/5/2000 Robe He came to Bale from Shoa 
with his parents in search of 
land. After working on 
tenancy basis in the 1950s his 
father bought a land. 

20/11/1999 Addis 
Ababa 

14/1/2000 Dodola 

2/12/1999 Dodola 

2/5/1999 
9/5/1999 

28/6/2000 

3/12/1999 

2/7/2000 

3/6/200 

Addis 
Ababa 

Goba 

Dodola 

Goba 

Robe 
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He was rest alaqa in Sinana. 
Gives a good account on 
alaqa-Minzir relationships. 

A former tenant in Dodola. 

Though had a small plot of his 
own he worked partly as a 
tenant. 

He was a commandor of the 
Fourth Army Division that 
quelled the Bale peasant 
uprising in the 1960s. He was 
later appointed as an Indiiras~ 
of the province. 

A land-owner and a lawyer in 
Goba. 

He worked as a secretary in 
different wdradas during the 
Imperial era; had lands 
granted to him. 

Is a descendant of the 
survivals from Dajjach 
Asfaw's massacre. He is a 
well-known oral historian on 
Oromo and the land regime of 
the Imperial period. 

Was a head of Sinana wartida 
finance office. Has a good 
knowledge on the land­
measurment, taxation and 
tenancy. 



Name of Informant 

Qdnazmach 
Muhammad 
Amin Shemo 

Haji Muhammad­
Hussen Shemo 

Obbo Muhammad 
Tena 

Alo Salamon Hayla­
Mariyam 

Obbo Sanbata Dubbi 

Alo Seyum Walda­
Mikael 

Haji Shamsi Abdulle 

Qdnazmach Taddasa 
Abdi 

AlO Taffasa Molla 

Ato Tagan Ayala 

Date of Place of 

Age Interview Interview Remark 

73 20&25/5/ Robe He was a balabbat of Walas he. 
2000 And a lawyer in Sinana. A live 

historian on land lssue by 
himself. 

Ca.69 3/6/2000 Robe A land-owner in Sinana. Has a 
good knowledge on the history 
of land-ownership m the 
wdrdda. 

65 8/12/1999 Dodola A former peasant and now 
engaged in trade. 

48 1&611211999 Dodola He was once the head of 
Gannale awraja Agricultural 
Development Office. 

Ca.83 27/5/2000 Robe An Oromo from Shoa who 
bought a land. Has fairly a 
good memory. 

63 4/6/2000 Robe A land-owner and uncle of 
Kabada Rade, the prominent 
landlord in Sinana. 

Ca.85 22/5/2000 Robe A former buraqa in Sinana. 
Inspite of his old age he has a 
good memory of the 
landholding patterns. 

75 19/6/2000 Goba He was a secretary in Gannale 
awraja Administrative Office 
and latter a wdrdda Governor 
of Kokosa during the Imperial 
era. Now lives on pension. 

87 417/2000 Robe He was a landlord in Sinana. 
Had many tenant farmers. 

68 26/5/2000 Robe A landowner m Sinana. 
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Provided me with his personal 
and family documents. 



Date of Place of 

Name of Informant Age Interview Interview Remark 

Mdmmire Taklu 81 8/12/1999 Dodola A priest who had his own land. 
Warqnah Gives a good account of the 

administration. 

Alaqa Tibabu Ababa 65 3/6/2000 Robe He is a priest at Robe 

Obbo Waqayo 72 22/5/2000 Robe A former tenant who also had 
Kotoshe a small plot of land. 

Mdto-Alaqa Wdrqndh 78 19/6/2000 Goba He was a member of the early 
Balay soldiers. Had provided a good 

information on the gabbar 
system and Italian period. 

AIo Yared Warqnah 70 10/12/2000 Dodola Worked as a wdrdda governor 
, 

during the Imperial era. Had 
lands granted to him. 

147 



Glossary * 
Alaqa- A representative of a group of people who pay taxes together on a pieces of land, a 

person in whose name land tax was paid; echnically regarded as owner of the land 

by the state. Head of a church, a learned priest. 

Angafa- Genealogically elder; the preceding one. 

Asrat- One-tenth of harvest paid to the state in the form of produce tax; later replaced by 

the agricultural income tax. 

Badda- Highland; upland. 

Btiddti-dtire- Zone between highland and lowland, midland. 

Btihira- Hereditary local official below the Abba Bokku among the Oromo. 

Balabbat- Literally, "one who has a father", indigenous; more commonly, a member of the 

local community who exercised authority under the imperial system; balabbats 

provided the link between local communities & government bureaucracy. 

Bala-Buftita- Laying leaves, symbolic leaves of occupation of land. 

Btilbtila- Door; minimal lineage group; line of descent through gossa. 

Balambaras- Head of an amba; a low level administrative title. 

Birr-

Chistina-

Official Ethiopian currency. 

Tenant or landowner who pays tax or tribute to someone other than the state 

because his ownership rights were considered to be secondary. 

Dtijjazmach- Commander of the gate, a politico-military title below Ras. 

Dhala- Inheritance, gift; levirate-marriage system of inheriting one's brother's wife. 

Ekul-Arash- Sharectopper, who splits the harvest in half with the landowner. 

Endtirase- "In my place", viceroy or local representative of a higher authority. 

Fitawrari- Commander of the vanguard, a title below Dajjazmach. 

Gabbar- Taxpayer; land on which tax was paid to the state in labour and/or in kind. 

Gada- An age-grade socio-political system of the Oromo. 

Gammojji- Lowland. 

* Source - Tekalign Wolde Mariam, "A City and its Hinterlands: The Political Economy 
of Land Tenure, Agriculture and Food Supply for Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 1887-
1974." Ph.D dissertation, Boston University, 1995; Bahru Zewde, A History of 
Modern Ethiopia, 1991; and my own field work. 



Gasha­

Geber­

Gebratal­

Gossa­

Grazmach­

Hallana­

Hudad-

Lam­

Lam-Iaj­

Madarya­

Malkana-

Meddaba-

Menzer­

Meslane-

Shield; a soldier, unit of land measurement usually about 40 hectares. 

Land tax; also called Fire-geber. 

Land taken over by the state for failure to pay tax. 

Sort or kind; lineage group, breed, genus, kind of species. 

Commander of the left, a politico-military title above Ba/ambaras. 

Freehold, land for which rent is not paid. 

Land set aside for the supply of the royal court worked by landowning 

peasants; labour rendered on such land. 

Fully developed, well-cultivated or fertile land. 

Partially developed, partially cultivated or semi-fertile land. 

Land temporarily held in return for service to the state. 

Official appointed by the state as governor (administrator) with varying 

degrees & types of rights over lands and incomes from his governorship. 

Official given a number of gabbars. 

Allocation, division. 

Individuals who share the tax burdens of land among themselves. 

Royal official in charge of royal farms & tax collection; later district governor; 

sometime equivalent to district. 

Na£b.-labash- "Those who wear white"; militia, civil defense forces, commanded by local 

nobles; rural auxiliary police force. 

Na!t.ana-

Qalad-

From naft; 'rifle', name given to Emperor Menilek's warrIOrs of northern 

origin, who later settled in the south. 

A divise for the measurement of land; sometimes used interchangeably with 

gasha-maret to conquered land that was subsequently appointed by the state. 

Qanazmach- Commander of the right, a politico-military title above Grazmach. 

Quter-Gabbar- peasantry who provided labour services & paid tribute to individual soldiers, 

priests or officials rather than directly to the state. 

Rest- Permanently held land; heritable property (in some cases conditional). 

Sabbat-mari- An additional money paid to co-heirs or relatives of a land seller during a sale 

of land. 

Samon- Land under the control of the Church or land over which the Church exercised 

taxation rights. 



Shalaqa-

Siso-

Local representative of a higher authority, entrusted with the collection of tribute 

in recent times equivalent to the army rank of a major. 

Literally, "one-third;" land left to the balabbat by the state upon land 

measurement, also called Ya-balabbat siso; a share-cropping arrangement in 

which the landowner obtains a third of the harvest. 

raf Undeveloped, uncultivated or poor land 

Terf Land said to be "extra", held in excess of the standard gasha measurement 

worked out for each region. 

Wakil-

Wallad-

Representative; local agent with power of attorney; also called wakil­

nagarafaj. 

Interest. 

Wallad-Aged- A system of borrowing money temporarily. 

Wurs- Inheritance, gift, confiscation. 

(' 
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Appendix 1 

Names of Balabbats and Areas of Control (1944) 

No. Balabbat Name Meslane (District) Kabale/Locality 
1. Grazmach Fato Danboba Goba Meslamf Karmamida (Goba) 
2. Grazmach Abubakfu Dfu'ga " " Shedam 
3. Balambaras Tilmo Tinniqa " " Kadu 
4. " Waqo Koro " " Fasila 
5. " Cinqisso Danboba " " Aranna 
6. Obbo Isu Subi " " Wacho 
7. Balambaras Hasu Saddo " " Ellasa 
8. Fitawrari Shemo Kimo " " Walashe 
9. Qafifi;lzmach Kadir Hamu " " Dawadina 
10. Grazmach Bonsho Aynage " " Garora 
11. Obbo Husen Shiko " " Oborra 
12. I! Fato Shonka " " Sinana 
13 . " AHimmaKadu " I! Kabira 
14. " K~bir-Galalu Marnme I! " Hamida 
15. I! Shamsi Asaba Ginnir Mesltine Sabro 
16. I! Abdunahan1an Argo " " Gololcha 
17. I! Qasim Turke I! I! Ebsana 
18. " Muhammad Abba Fato I! " Gidda 
19. " Qasim Saydo I! I! Bale 
20. I! Aliy Butta " " Hanni 
2l. I! Kabir Tura " " lawwi 
22. " Aliy laldo " " Kajawa 
23 . " Hussen Abba-Aliy I! I! Sura 
24. I! Abdi Shale I! " Awtu 
25. Grazmach Blemo lilo I! I! Abdulla 
26. Obbo Adam Elemo I! I! Karara 
27 . I! Umar lilo " " Fejja 
28. Grazmach Hussen Ali " " Beltu 
29. Obbo Nuri Qallicha Ginnir Meslane Wachale 
30. " Aliy Boranqa " I! Bullalla 
31. Qannazmach Hussen Abdurro Agarfa Mesltine Agarfa 
32. Grazmach Burqa Batiro " I! Lajjo 
33. Fitawrari Bilu Lole " " Saymanna 
34. Balambaras Dannabo Cirri I! " Qasso 
35. I! Usman Abba-Saliha I! " Sambitu 
36. Obbo Muhammad - Siraj I! " Ali 

Mahammad 
37. Grazmach Abdulqadir Aliy " " Fasasa 



38. Obbo Kabir Hussen Kali " " Shafila 
39. Balambaras Kade Hubba " " Koloba 
40. " Sani Mamme " " Hambentu 
41. Grazmach Waqo Roba Goro Meslline Magalo 
42. " Muhammad Yube " " Dhabaye 
43. Balambaras Lata Garbi " " Kajawa 
44. Grazmach Kikko Intale " " Dhamole 
45. Grazmach Tahir Dube " " Awatu 
46. Obbo Yuse Dhayu " " Awtu 
47. " Adam Gada " " Awatu Raya 
48. Grazmach Mole Oga " " Dawe 
49. Obbo Intale lilo " " Garjeda 
50. Ugaz Adam Nur " " Gurra 
5l. Fitawrari Nuh Dadhi " " Raytu 
52. Obbo Tambido Roba " " Raytu.Raya 
53. Fitawrari Walda-Mikael Bu'i Dodola A1esliine Gadab 
54. Grazmach Gabra-Sellase Cakke Dallo Meslane Dallo 

Source: Ministry of Interior Archive, Bale 2150/ 2137/ H-41 1944: From Bale Wiirada 

Governorate to the Ministry ofInterior, Tahsas 26, 1937 E.C. 

Note: Many of these balabbats were second generation balabbats who inherited this 

position from their fathers who were directly appointed by the Shoans at their 

arrival. 
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Petition letter from peasants of Dodo la, Adaba and Kokosa to the Ministry of Land 
Reform and Administration. Ginbot 1959 E.C (May 1967). 
Source - Ministry ofInterior Archive. B 214712137/311944. 
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Letter of petition.r by fourteen peasants from Dodola and Adaba against 
confiscation of their lands. Nahase 1959 E.C (September 1967). 
Ministry ofInterior Archive. B2147/2137/311944. 
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Petition letter of 20 peasants in Goba against confiscation of their land. Hidar 5, 
1946E.C. (November 14,1953). It was copied from the original letter. 
Source - Bale Agricultural Development Archive, file 28/l. 
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