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ABSTRACT 

Film is a visual medium which a ppeals to the senses of viewers . Through films , 

m essages a re easily conveyed through pictures; values are constructed, and 

already existing ones implanted deeper. Taking this dis tinct feature of film into 

con sideration , feninist film criticism is concerned with how ma instrea m films 

a re structured in a way wherein stereotypical images are attributed to female 

characters . The feminis t film theory I selected for the analysis of the selected 

films is primarily developed by Laura Mulvey.This theory basica lly uses the 

mirror stage of Jacques Lacan and Sigmund Freud's Fetishism to explain how 

narrative films are structured and represent fema le characters as mere objects 

of male's gaze and how a spectator is compelled to identify himself/herself with 

the masculine subject on the screen. 

Making use of this theory, an attempt I S made to analyze the way female 

characters are made to appear in two m a le-authored Amharic films. Whether 

the female characters are represented simply as objects of fetish or as subjects 

capable of independent action is one of the points touched upon in the 

analysis. This thesis a lso looks into the issue of wheth er male characters a re 

given special privileges in the selected film s in contrast to female characters, 

whether the male characters are positively portrayed so that spectators can 

derive a narcissistic visual pleasure . 

The close feminist analysis of two films s hows the presence of stereotypical 

portrayal of fem a le characters wherein they appear as mere objects of male's 

gaze. They are controlled and guided by the male ch aracters , who a re a lways 

found a round them. In contrast, honorable values a nd the potential to win 

whatever they n eed to h ave a re attributed to male ch a racters. This in turn 

m a kes the male characters get the attention of spectators, who place 

themselves in th e position of male characters. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

Women make about ha lf of the population of mankind. The contribution 

that they h ave to the development of the world in different sectors ranges 

from th e early stage of a person-as mothers-to the level of involving 

themselves in different occupations. According to Lerner (1 986:4) women 

are and have been centra l, n ot marginal, to the making of society and to 

the building of civilization . 

Un for tunately, the centrality of their effect and influence is quite often 

denied th e credit it sh ould receive a nd they are u sually found 

marginalized, viewed as secondary citizens that a re mentally and 

physically deficient. In comparison with their male counterparts, they are 

often given the low rank; they are often told of their failure and are a lso 

encouraged to point out the failures of other women. Lerner (1986:2 18) 

states, "Wom en h ave fo r millennia participated in the p rocess of their 

own subordination because they have been psychologically shaped so as 

to internalize the ic1":a of their inferiority." 

Women h ave been viewed in many cultures as vulnerable, incomplete 

and lacking physical fitness and mental competence . According to an 

internet source, th ey a re viewed as biologically and therefore socia lly 

different from m en, destined to play domestic roles ins ide the family 

rather than in public or political ones. 

According to O'connor and J ackson (1 988) nobody can detach 

him / herself from the value he /she has in the specific culture or produce 

a representative of that culture in which the education a l, religious and 

political aspect of th at language is n ot reflected . Concerning this Lerner 

(1986: 10) says, 



The matrix of any idea is reality-people cannot 
concei~.e of something they have not themselves 
experienced or at least that others before them 
experienced. Thus images, metaphors, myths all 
find expression in forms which are prefigured 
through pas t experience. 

This vIew shows how literature is influenced by the individual's value 

and experien ce that creates the literature . Women have been portrayed 

n egatively in different li terary works which reflect the cultural and social 

value that they are given. In fact according to Goodma n (1992) it seems 

that creating non-stereotypical images of women in literature is very 

ch a llenging for both female and male writers. So women are usua lly 

portrayed in literary works as surviving to serve male a nd as survivors of 

m a le violence. According to Ruth (1 995:28 )J 

Women have been represented through symbolic 
constructs which commonly appear in many 
cultures around the world-freighting f emales, 
venerated Madonna's, sex objects, earth mothers 
and 'misbegotten men". 

Laura Mulvey as cited in King (1992) says that women are usually 

portrayed showing "to-be-Iooked-at-ness" and as it is true in real life, 

they are highly pressurized to play the role of "being desirable" to the 

male's gaze . Women are usually depicted in literature not in their own 

natura l identi ty, and their own right of representing th emselves but 

ra ther as tools easily m a nipulated by the male characters. They are 

usua lly admired for their beauty tha n for their intellect, and this would 

m a ke females be Jeprived of their chance of involving themselves in 

"action and revolution". 

Film, the genre that is the concern of this paper, is a typical m edium, 

which can clearly show the portrayal of female ch aracters. Film is 

different from written literature .According to Giddings et a l (1990), while 

written literature is "con sumed" by relatively small "li terate audience", 
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film is consumed by a "disparate, mass audience". This makes film an 

interesting area of study as its impact is higher in in tensity as well as in 

magnitude . Through films women are usually given negative image as in 

other literary genres . According to O'connor and Jackson (1988:xiv), film 

writers portray women as: 

decadent women, exotic, world weary, sexual 
creaturr's whose lives revolved around the men 
in the films. Each actress, of course, created a 
unique interpretation of the image. Some with 
humor and others with pathos, but all operates 
within the stereotypical framework of the Eve 
Image. 

Feminist literary criticism is the application of the theory of feminism to 

the analysis of literary texts. Being weary of the images imposed on 

women from the society at large and literary texts in particular; the 

feminist literary c~iticism tries to have a close inspection of the way 

female characters are portrayed in li terary works as one of its different 

manifestations. One of the main concerns of feminist literary criticism is 

the image of women in literature. The critics look at how women are 

depicted in literature . 

This study particularly takes the aspect of feminist literary criticism, 

which looks at the way female characters are portrayed in male-authored 

literary texts. Filrc is chiefly taken as a li terary genre which is the 

concern of this paper. This is because of its fundamental contribution in 

shaping the image one could have about a certain topic, and for the vast 

amount of influence it could have on its daily increasing number of 

audience. Based on this fact, th is paper tries to answer the following 

questions: 

1. Is there any relationship between the way the male film writers 

portrayed their female characters and the way the society view 

females? 

2. Are the female characters m the films represented as characters 
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strong enough to act independently or as stereotyped images that 

are presented as objects of the male 's gaze? 

3 . Do the films present the male characters as independent, 

courageous heroes who lead the direction of the story in a certain 

way? 

1.2 Objective of the Study 

It is aching to learn that one is deprived of the right he / she should get as 

a result of unreasonable premises. It seems that wherever they go, 

whatever they read and watch, women find themselves deprived of the 

privilege they should be entitled to because of only being a human being. 

It seems that one usually realizes the feminini ty of the other and expects 

feminine acts that are con s idered by the society as correctly 

representative than viewing one as an independent human being. So 

taking this into consideration, the objective of this study is : 

1. to analyze the image of female characters in the two Amharic films. 

2. to closely view the place female characters are given in the films as 

compared to the male characters. 

3. to analyze the direction from which films are presented for the 

spectators. 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

Apart from serving as a stepping-stone for those who are interested III 

making further studies on feminist issues, this research might 

1. provide information about the social prejudices against females. 

2 . show how the societal values and attitudes on different matters 

influence literary works and also how literary works positively or 

negatively iLfluence their audiences to strengthen an already 

existing value and attitude . 

3. to widen one's understanding of feminist film criticism particularly 

in the area of the portrayal of women by men film writers. 
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1.4 Methodology of the Study 

In addition to ex,Jloring the literature In the area of feminist film 

criticism, this study totally depends itself on a thorough textual analysis 

of films selected for this purpose. Two male written Amharic films are 

chosen for the analysis : Semayawi Feres by Serawit Fikre and Kezkaza 

wolafen by Tewodros Teshome. The basic reason for the selection of 

these films is their being written and produced by males. Besides, they 

are very recent films which highly appealed to the audience and are 

produced and presented almost for the first time after relatively long 

years of silence in Amharic film production. So I have taken these films 

as data to be ·'analyzed, taking into consideration their being 

contemporary and having large number of audiences. I have based 

myself on both the written scripts and the pictures of the films and have 

attempted to make a textual analysis of the films using the feminist film 

criticism as a background. The basic theoretical concept used as a 

framework for the analysis is Laura Mulvey's notion of the female 

characters being objects of male's gaze in mainstream fi lms. To clearly 

show how female and male characters are portrayed in the films, 

reference to the description of some of the scenes and presentation of 

extracts from the scripts were found necessary to be included. 

1.5 Scope of the Study 

As it is mentioned earlier, this IS a paper which is concerned with 

feminist critique of films. The major concern of this paper is showing how 

female characters are portrayed in films produced by men. Due to 

constraints of time and space, it is not the objective of this research to 

look at a ll Amharic films written and produced by males. Therefore, the 

subjects of the study in focus are Kezlcaza Wolafen of Tewodros Teshome 

and Semayawi Feres of Serawit Fikre. 
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1.6 Limitation of the Study 

Even if the history of film production in Ethiopia dated long back, due to 

the neglect it has undergone, it was a tough task to get materials about 

the history of film production in Ethiopia. Studies based on films are also 

not available in considerable numbers which negatively contributed for 

the defects th at might be in this paper. 

1. 7 Organization of the Paper 

This thesis is divided into four chapters. Chapter one is the introduction. 

It contains the statement of the problem, the objective of the study, the 

significance, the methodology, the scope and the organization of the 

paper and the limitation . Chapter two includes a definition of important 

terms and attempts to review the nature and characteristics of film 

criticism. I particularly used Mulvey 's theory of film criticism as a ,. 
theoretical framework for the analysis of the two selected Amharic films, 

which is included in chapter three. The last chapter of this paper ,chapter 

four, is the conclusion. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Definition of Important Terms 

In this section, I tried to define some concepts that recur in this study. 

The male gaze: This term is used in feminist theory as a means to 

demonstrate power as asymmetries whereby a man gazes at a woman. In 

the feminist theory, it is believed that since it is almost always the female 

who is being gazed upon by the male, the man extends power over the 

woman. 

Scopophilia: This literally means "the love of looking" . This term is often 

used by feminist theories in relation to the predominantly male gaze of 

cinema. Under the male gaze, the female form is objectified . This is in 

opposition to the way males are positioned as subjects with their own 

voice and subjectivity. The term, as is used in feminist film criticism is 

heavily influenced by both Freudian and Laca nian psychoana lysis . 

Castration Anxiety: according to Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia 

(2006) this is an idea put forth by Sigmund Freud in his writing on the 

Oedipus complex; it posited a deep-seated fear or anxiety in boys and 

men . . It is said to originate during the phallic stage of sexual 

development. It a~serts that boys, when seeing a girl's genitalia, will 

falsely assume that the girl had her penis removed, probably as 

punishment for some misbehavior. The boy then becomes anxious lest 

the same happens to him. 

Sexual Fetishism: is a form of sexual arousal where the object of 

affection is a specific object or part of a person's body. The term aroused 

from "Fetish" a term used in anthropology for an object believed to have 

supernatural powe"s. 

Narcissism: This word was first used in relation to human psychology by 

Sigmund Freud after the figure of Narcissus in Greek Mythology, who is 
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a beautiful young man who falls in love with his own reflection in a pool. 

According to Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (2005), it means the 

habit of admiring oneself too much, especially one's appearance. 

Voyeurism: is a practice in which an individual derives sexual pleasure 

from observing other people. 

2.2 Society's Bias against the Female Sex and its 

Reflection in Literary Texts 

According to Wiegman and Glasberg (1999), patriarchy literally means a 

social system in wPich property passes from father to son. But when this 

word is broadly used, it refers to any social organization in which men 

dominate different positions and governmental leadership. It is a system 

where men are vested with the power of ruling and controlling societal, 

communal and familial affairs alone where land, housing rights and 

family decision-making responsibility ultimately belong to men. This 

patriarchal ideology gave way to the domination of women in various 

ways. Women are supposed to be subordinates to men in families, 

government alld lhe economy. There is always a distinction made 

between the two sexes wherein the men a re encouraged to take the 

position of the "norm", which is accepted by many, and the women are 

left to be involved with the "less valued" activities . This discrimination of 

the sexes and the overvaluing of one over the other is clearly shown in 

the use of the pronoun "he" to refer to all human beings - male and 

female. "He" is an inclusive pronoun because man is considered complete 

with values including the woman's, while woman is incomplete and 

nothing by herself. 

Benda's Rapport d'uriel is quoted in Humm (1992:47) as follows: 

The body of man makes sense in itself quite apart from 
that of woman, whereas the latter seems wanting in 
significance by itself . . . man can think of himself 
without women. She can't think of herself without man 
... He is the subject . .. the absolute she is the other. 
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In a patriarchal society, a woman is considered as nothing by herself. 

She is defined in relation to man as she is no t taken as independent. She 

is expected to fit h erself in the ideological framework that the society 

made available for her. 

Jones (1987) states that, in any cultura l context, the behavior that male 

a nd female should h ave is fixed by the norms of the specific culture . If 

anyone tries to dif obey the set rules, they should expect to encounter 

various problems in the society which produces the images and 

conceptions of the ways the others should behave. This shows that social 

pressure can be a n obs tacle to individua l's attempt to cha nge. 

The ideal woman for most patriarchal societies is the one who is 

beautiful, quiet a nd obedient. A perfect woman is pure and sweet with a 

caring and loving hea rt. Her place in man 's life according to Humm 

(1 992:225), is as a "nurturer, caretaker and h elpmate". Ruthven 

(1984:70) a lso says that these are "m a n m ade taxonomies which use 

binary categories in order to classify women as sensuous roses or 

virginal lilies, pedestalted goddesses or downtrodden s laves, Eves or 

Marys, Madonnas or Magdalenes, damned whores or God's police." 

A woman is not expected to be bold and a mbitious as passivity IS 

assumed to be in her nature. This shows that if a woman tries to act as a 

strong and challen",ing person, the presence of opposition from the other 

direction is inevita ble . This is because it is believed that a strong woman 

is different from the norm and deserves to be shown hatred and 

criticism. According to Saadawi (1980), "A woman with courage or 

ambition, with eyes wide open, and who shows audacity and s trength , is 

sti ll considered ugly, repUlsive, coarse and vulgar" . 

The Ethiopia n society according to a paper presented by GALPO Team 

(2003) is a typical patria rchal society. The society's over va luing of the 
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male sex and the devaluation of the female sex is clearly shown in 

different ways . In such patriarchal societies especially in those residing 

in rural a reas, the m a le sex preference is shown right on the day when 

the individua l comes to this world . Male child 's arrival to the world is 

accepted with exci-ement and pride which will be announced by a gun 

shot(Mela t1 996).This shows h ow women have a lmost no ch ance of 

escaping from the discrimination which is connected to their sex as the 

gender/power relationship that resides between the sexes is very much 

imba lanced and is directly related to men. They a re brought up 

developing low self-esteem for themselves and are taught to be dependent 

on others. According to GALPO Tea m (2003:4) , "They are marginalized 

and are given low profile and regard in the social hierarchy." 

Through literature values and attitudes of d iffe rent societies a re depicted. 

The male a u thors who are members of the society with s pecific norms 

and ways of understanding things inevitably find themselves reflecting 

the same values through their literary works. So it is not something 

unusual to come across such literary texts with undervalued qualities 

given to th e female ch aracters, denying them the features that an 

independent individual needs to have. 

Most African male writers do not represent the female African ch a racters 

as independent beings acting on th emselves, but rather as beings whose 

selfhood is suppressed . Women are portrayed as showing virtu ous 

maternal characteristics tender a nd virgin. This portrayal which is 

viewed as reflecting positive values of a woman focu ses on showing her 

reprodu ctive fun ction , which eventually leads to showing her as loving 

mother sacrificing herself for her children . According to Frank (1 987) 

cited in Yehualashet (2004), the female characters a re shown as being 

the shadows of the man representing the mother, th e daughter, the sister 

or the wife of the male character. In the other extreme, women a re 
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depicted negatively as having a threatening nature and negative power, 

with dangerous force of castrating a man . Concerning this Barthold 

(1 981:59) says, "Women who are portrayed in men's books a re polarized 

as either the prime cause of disruption of the times or as the source of 

redemption." 

At a time when the a lready existing stereotypes are detected as 

distractive, the society struggles to form new ones even though according 

to Ferguson (1977:32), "The emotional force of the old stereotypes 

remains strong and continues to influence behavior. In some cases, it is 

possible to see ar: attempt being made to eliminate this biased view 

through literature. Literature by showing biases that exist a lso helps in 

consciousness raising and helps women overcome the sense of isolation 

which has for long been the main tool of their domination in patriarchal 

society. This is shown through the portrayal of female characters as 

strong, complex and independent human beings . According to Cagan 

(1978) cited in Baehr (1 980:39), 'The assertive, ambitious woman is no 

longer an oddity but has become a new culture.' Landow (199 1) also 

states that in literary texts, women have started to be changed from 

traditional enduring, self-sacrificing women, to strong· and conflicting 

ch aracters who search for their identity. They are portrayed as more 

complex, real and autonomous characters. Murphy (2001:107) a lso 

points out that women started to be represented as "an unpredictable, 

spontaneous, emotiona lly honest and sexually active .. . " individuals. 

Cited in Ferguson( 1977) Elizabeth Janeway states th at this is a result of 

the nature of myth which is not strong enough to persist constantly in 

human mind. She further states that 

Myths represent the hopes and dreams of 
humanity, they must claim to be universally true. 
This claim makes them persist long after actual 
experiences have begun to change, but a myth can't 
indefinitely withstand too many exceptions. As soon 
as its universality is thoroughly challenged, its 
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emotional appeal is diminished. New myths begin to 
evolve and to create new role models . (32) 

This clearly shows the possibility of the ch anging Images of women 

characters in literary texts since the change in the attitude of a society is 

reflected in litera ture . 

Opposing the idea of male authors' portraya l of female characters 

negatively, Ruthven (1984) claims that only being a man does not 

n ecessarily mean being biased towards the male characters. He states 

that th ere are male writers who succeeded in portraying women with 

their own qualities and exposing the dominant situation tha t they live in. 

Ruthven on page (12) a lso says that there a re male writers who create: 

female characters so untrammeled by contemporary 
conventional representations of womanhood that 
women readers even nowadays are amazed that 
men s hould have had such insights into what it 
means to live as a woman in a male-dominated 
society. 

Rela ted to this , Azeb (1998), states that not a ll men writers are cruel to 

their fem a le cha racters s ince some portray female characters as 

autonomous, independent human beings. 

2.3 Feminist literary Criticism 

In situations wh erein a person is looked down upon and is dominated, 

one cannot get away with such a silencing attitude especially when one 

has a lot to say and to do . There will always be a stru ggle to uncover 

what is concea led and to speak out what is silenced. This attempt has 

been made by feminist literary criticism. Spencer (1982) as cited in 

Alemba nchi (2005) states that feminist literary criticism tries to provide 

standa rds for literature which a re as much as possible free of biased 

depiction of individuals . One of the concerns of feminist literary criticism 

is a thorough anal / sis of li terary works of women. This phase looks at 
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women writers not as mere consumers of male-authored texts, but as 

producers. It looks at themes, genres and stru ctures of literature by 

women. Here the concern is not only trying to make women writers over 

looked in history "visible", but also trying to ask the question whether 

women writers write differently from men and if so why. The other type of 

feminist literary cricicism looks at women as readers of male authored or 

produced lite rature. According to Showalter (1 985 : 128) cited in Olga 

(2005: 11 3), this one is con cerned with 'the images and stereotypes of 

women In literature, the n eglect and misconceptions about women in 

criticism, and the fissures In male-constructed literary history'. 

According to feminist critics, in reading such books, wom en readers a re 

forced to either consider themselves as inferior or they should resist the 

biased depiction of female characters in texts written by male a uthors. 

The questions to be asked and answered through this criticism a re 

whether reali ty is defined from m a le or fema le characters' point of view 

and if the female ch aracters are brought around as mere objects of 

m a le's gaze or as independent subjects. 

2.4 Film-A Special Feature of Literature 

The origin of the name film com es from the fact that a photographic film 

which is also called film s tock has and historically been the primary 

m edium for recording a nd d isplaying motion pictures . 

Cinema according to The New Encyclopedia Britannica (1 993) bases itself 

on the con tribu tion of the oth er art forms. Cinema is the technique and 

device of the other arts in addition to its own and it is a lso very close to 

literature since it is a n a rra tive seen performed (Bekele 199 1). Giddings 

et a l (1 990) a lso s how the relationship between film and literature saying 

that written storie~ and filmed s tories a re two different forms but belong 

to a single na rra tive literature . 
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According to Heath (1985) cited in Bekele (1991), narrative film is not a 

s ingle representation of images. It is a narrative wherein what is planned 

to be conveyed through the narrative is systematically arra n ged . Because 

of this, through n a rrative film a theme can most in terestingly a nd 

visually be d isplayed . Herbert Read (1 945) quoted in Giddings et al 

reveals this as follows : 

If you asked me to give you the most distinctive 
quality of good writing, I would give it to you in this 
one word: VISUAL. Reduce the art of writing to its 
fundamentals, and you come to this s ingle aim: to 
convey images by means of words.... to convey 
image.7 To make the mind see . . . that is a 
definition of good literature . . . . It is also a 
definition of the ideal film. 

Film is a lso s imilar to literature in that besides h aving specific theme(s), 

there are ch aracters tha t a re represented by actors and actresses who 

are responsible for the presence of the action that follows the plot of the 

narrative . Functionality and imagination a re the characteristics which 

make film s im ilar to literature. Film a lso performs the same function as 

literature in teachillg and enter taining its spectators. 

2.4.1 Distinct Features of Film 

Film is considered by many as an importa nt genre of en tertainment, 

education, enlightenment and inspiration to its audience . What make it 

to be a "universal power of communication" is its visua l elements. 

According to Lan gham (1 996) "Film h as a special mystique because of 

the beauty a nd accuracy of the images it produces and it is this quality 

which a ll lovers of cinema enjoy." 

The medium of cinema is capable of clea rly showing a ll aspects of human 

life a nd imaginations of human beings apart from its task of 

communication. Motion pictures do a great deal of things which are 
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difficult to do in other art forms. The World Book of Encyclopedia 

(1970:702) states: 

It can show the excitement of a great cavalry 
change. Can condense all the agony of war into a 
single close-up of the face of a dying soldier. By 
the use of color and costumes, motion pictures re­
create the glamour of the courts of kings and 
emperors. By trick of photography, the giants of 
legend appear real. 

Another unique characteristic of film IS that it can show a sequence of 

ideas and emotions in rapid successions. Though the happenings are 

shot separately, they appear in the screen following each other in an 

artistic pattern. This rapid succession of events creates a high emotional 

effect. The basis of a ll films beauty and art is movement. It is this ability 

of the film to show movement by the use of the camera that creates the 

illusion of reality which offers film its existence as a perfect art according 

to Rotha (1958). ('oncerning this, cited in Giddings et al (1990), E.M 

Foster states that film seems to help come true the 'age-old dream' of 

allowing a way of communication in which the codes used are quite 

similar or a lmost similar to the object that they represent. 'Reality is .. . 

filtered and abstracted in the mind, conceptualized and then this 

conceptualization of reality is mapped on to signals which reflect the 

original reality itself in a way which words can never hope to match.' 

The other reason v, hy film has a large number of audience is because it 

saves the audience the trouble of taking more time on reading it. 

Belayneh Abune (19 99) cited Giddings (1990:4) 'A novel will commonly be 

several hundred pages long, taking a reader several hours, whereas an 

average feature film may only last an hour or two.' 

As film has all these qualities, one cannot help finding easily drawn 

towards enjoying watching movies. But while being involved in this act, it 
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is quite difficult to escape from being influenced by the different values 

and ideologies that reside in the films. Concerning this Armour 

(1980:XXIV) says: 

Movies have clearly had an impact on our social 
and artistic lives. Except for television, there has 
been no more persuasive medium in our country, or 
any medium that has done more to shape the way 
we live. It has influenced our view of men and 
women, of blacks, and of our enemy in war. It has 
created customs and added words to our 
vocabulary. It has influenced us as sexual and 
social beings. It has reinforced those things about 
ourselves that we most like, and it has drawn us 
toward new dreams. 

If effectively used, film is the most effective medium through which 

knowledge can be provided and changes in beliefs, opinions and behavior 

can be brought about to a large number of people. This is because film 

as a mass medium, reveals certain relationship between the individual 

and their social environment (Potter cited in Bethlehem 2005). Because 

of this fact, a great care needs to be given to film which is a lso instantly a 

true mass medium in the sense that it 'quite quickly reached a very large 

proportion of population' Mcquail (2000:23) in Bethlehem (2005). 

Since picture affects the audience emotionally more than words alone 

could do, pictorial stereotypes most of the time appear misinformed 

perceptions that have the strength of building reality. These pictures can 

stay in with a person for a life time. And when these pictorial stereotypes 

reappear so often, they become part of a society's culture (Lester 2000). 

2.5 The History of Film in Ethiopia 

According to Hailu (1979) the first film was produced in Africa next to 

France where it was first created . The first filming art was created and 

finished in 1895 and one of the projectors made there was stolen and 
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taken to South Africa. The first film was also viewed in Dakar in 1905 

and after that, films began to be produced in different countries of Africa. 

In those films , the Africans were forced to play the role of laborers, cooks, 

thieves and rebels . 

The first narrative film that was made in Ethiopia is by a certain Italian 

named Abune Masias. The crew who made this film was composed of 

Italians. This film which has no title known showed the then 

governmental system focusing especially on the disagreement between 

Emperor Minilik and Emperor Yohannes from around 1880-1890. 

The first Amharic narrative film to be produced by Ethiopians in Amharic 

language was Ilala Ibsa's film. It was entitled, "Hirut Abatua Manew?" 

which literally means "Hirut! Who is her father?" . All the characters in 

the film were represented by amateur Ethiopians, but the director and 

the other people involved in the making of the film were all foreigners. 

The next film produced was "Guma" which was authored and directed by 

the Ethiopian Michelle Papaticis . It was the first colored Amharic film 

with English subtitles. This film gained some recognition internationally. 

It was also presented at the international film festival "Canese" and many 

fi lm companies offered a relatively larger sum of money for it, but due to 

the disagreement between the director and the producer, that did not 

happen. It was shown at different international festivals and was granted 

various medals and prizes. 

Before cinema got the acceptance of the people and before it won the 

confidence of its viewers, it had gone through difficult times. During the 

first years of its emergence as an art in Ethiopia, smce the idea of 

watching mOVIes was something new, the people h ad hard times 

accepting it merely as an art. It was viewed by many as something 

operating by evil spirit. This fact is reflected in the name given to the first 
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cinema. "Seitan Bet" which literally means "The House of Satan" , was the 

name given to the first cinema which was founded at Tewodros Square. 

This cinema was opened by the French man Musie Terras from 1916-

1917. The charge asked to watch movies ranged from five cents to fifty 

cents and that was not affordable by most people. Even those who could 

afford it believed that cinema was not worth that. They said that it did 

not make sense to pay money for a thing which wa s not edible . The first 

types of films available then were silent movies with French subtitles. So 

during those times, only French people in Ethiopia or those people who 

learned French were able to understand the films. 

For the reasons mentioned above , the number of people interested in 

watching films was so limited that the cinemas could not make profit out 

of the business of showing films. They used such a strategy which seems 

so silly from the viewpoint of the present film goer . The owners of these 

cinemas used to ring bells at the doors of the cinemas right before the 

films started. Ass1..::ning that the ringing is heralding the beginning of a 

famous film, the people used to run to the cinemas. 

Now all that has changed and film makers do not take any trouble except 

for simply advertising the titles of new fi lms produced which immediately 

will be followed by a long queue of people waiting impatiently to be let 

into the cinemas and watch the films that are delivered to them in the 

language that they understand. 

2.6 Feminist Film Criticism 

The feminist social movement has an enormous impact on film theory 

and criticism. For feminists, cinema is a cultural practice which 

represents myths about women and femininity and about men and 

masculinity. The central concern of feminist film theory and criticism is 

representation and spectatorship. Early feminist criticism's concern 
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focused on the stereotypes of women shown through the representation 

of female characters. This portrayal of women was seen as producing a 

negative impact on the female audience's perception of themselves and 

on male spectators' view of females. To avoid this effect, portraying 

female characters in a positive and accepted way was taken as a 

solution. But soon enough, it was realized that only creating positive 

images of women was not sufficien t to bring a difference in the basic 

structure of films. Feminist critics tried to understand the wide spread 

power of patriarchal imagery using structuralist theoretical framework 

like semiotics and psychoanalysis. These two fields, especially 

psychoanalysis have helped a great deal in understanding how sexual 

difference is shown in narrative films. Cook and Bernink (1999:353) note, 

"For over a decade, psychoanalysis was to be the dominant paradigm in 

feminist film theory". 

One of the first feminist critics who conducted a criticism of stereotypes 

from a semiotic point of view was Claire Johnston (1975/1991). She 

showed the way narrative film builds the ideological image of women. She 

looked at Roland Barthes' idea of "myth" and investigated the myth of 

woman in narrative cinema. The sign woman is considered as a 

structure, code or convention. This represents the ideological meaning 

that "woman" has for man. A woman is "no-thing" in herself as she is 

always seen in relation to man. She is negatively viewed as "not-man". 

The woman as woman is not present in the text of the film. (Johnston 

1991, P. 26 cited in Cook and Bernink (1999). 

It was Laura Mulvey in her article "Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema" (1975/1989), who used psychoanalysis in the understanding of 

the fascination of watching movies. This has a great deal to offer to 

understand feminist film theory. Her paper uses psychoanalysis to 

explore where and how the fascination of film is made stronger by pre-
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existing patterns of fascination already at work and within the individual 

subject and the social expectations that have shaped the individual. 

What it takes at the initia l point is the way film reflects, reveals and even 

plays on the straight, socially established interpretation of sexual 

difference which controls images, erotic ways of looking and spectacle. 

According to Warthal and Herndl (1993:433), "Psychoanalysis is 

appropriated as a political weapon demonstrating the way the 

unconscIOus of patriarchal society has structured film form". Mulvey 

used Freud's notion of scopophilia (the desire to see) which is sexual in 

nature and Lacan's concept of ego formation and the mirror stage 

considered as narcissistic visual pleasure, to show how the male gaze 

has an influence ')n female characters' portrayal in fi lms. Since the 

concepts of Jacques Lacan and Sigmund Freud are essential in feminist 

film theory and criticism, it is important to discuss them in detail. 

2.6.1 Jacques Lacan: The Mirror Stage 

This theory of Lacan was developed in the 1930s. It is about a particular 

stage of human's age in which subjectivity begins to find a form. 

According to Lacan at the ages between six and eighteen months, an 

infant looks at itsejf in a reflecting surface and feels excited at the sight 

of its own image. The infant perceives the image as being complex and 

whole and will fix its gaze on the reflection and calls it back to its mind. 

According to Lacan, these are the first moments wherein the individual 

comes to know his/her status as a "self-recognizing, thinking subject" . 

This is the first stage wherein the individual identifies him/herself. When 

the individual identifies him/herself with an image, he/ she immediately 

acknowledges him/herself and converts the apparent unity of the image: 

identifying (in the sense of noticing) the image and ambitiously and 

longingly, identifying with the image. 

Lacan says there is delusion that occurs which underlies the act of self 
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recognition. This is because the image is merely a n image which is 

externa l to the ot3erving subject even though it is the replica of the 

subj ect. The image which appears to be the individual is actually a mere 

representation of the individua l. According to Lacan it is important to 

look at the difference that exists between the effectively ingendered pre­

sUbj ective infant which is referred to as 'it', and the individual or subject 

represented by the pronoun "he" or "sh e" . Lacan says it is this h appy 

supposition of the visual image of the child that forms the ego and 

ena bles the creation of the individua l mind . Cited in Cook and Bernink 

(1 999), Lacan (19Y3:38) discusses the "M'econnaissances (Misrecogni­

tions) that constitute the ego, the illusion of autonomy to which it 

entrusts itself'. 

According to Lacan, the ego is form ed in a seemingly correct but wrong 

way where in the subject gets a sense of independence only by 

considering a n external image and narcissistically, out of a prime self­

love, denying that it is external. This shows that "subjective identity" 

always resides in primary experien ce of misrecognition; the sense of 

identity which is acquired in front of the mirror exists only in terms of a n 

"other". Lacan (1993:37) says "It is this moment that decis ively tips the 

whole of human knowledge into media tization through the desire of the 

'other ', constitutes its objects in a n a bstract equivalence by the co­

operation of others." 

From Lacan's notion of mirror , one thing is very important for film 

theory. This focuses on an exciting visual experience gained when there 

occurs a relationship between the subject and the image seen a ppea ring 

on a reflective surface which is s imila r to film going. Mulvey related 

na rcissistic visual p leasure with Laca n's idea of ego formation and the 

mirror stage . The way in which the child derives pleasure from the 

identification with a perfect mirror image and forms its ego ideal on the 
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basis of this idealized image, is similar to th e way in which the film 

spectators derive narcissis tic pleasure from identifying with the perfect 

image of a human figure on the screen (Lacan cited in Cook a nd Bernink, 

1999) . 

However, both during th e mirror stage a nd in cinem a, the identification 

of the individua l with the image viewed is not a clear form of self­

knowledge . It is based on "mis-recognition" becau se it IS too much 

affected by the very n a rcissistic forces that structure it. Both ego 

formation and cinema going are structura lly cha racterized by imaginary 

functions. For Mulvey cinematic identifications a re structured based on 

sexual difference. As Mulvey (1 989 :20) cited in (Cook and Bernink, 1999) 

'the more perfect, more complete , more powerful ideal ego' of the h ero 

appear s in complete opposition to the distorted image of th e passive and 

powerless female r.haracter. Because of this, the spectator is actively 

force d to identify with the m a le character than the female ch aracter in 

the film. 

2.6.2 Sigmund Freud: Fetishism and Male Sexual Anxiety 

Coming up with th e cau se of a specious knowledge th at underlies the 

creation of sUbj ectivity is not only the concern of Jacques Lacan's mirror 

stage but a lso Sigmund Freud 's "Fetishism". According to him, fetishism 

is not only a kind ')f sexual beh avior which refers to the substitution by 

a n adult male of an obj ect or pa rticula r part of the body for the female 

genitals as the focus of sexu a l desire. Freud expla ined th e basic cause of 

a fetishistic -object-choice by taking this back to a young boy's earlier life 

stage . Freud states that wh en a young boy sees a woman's genitals­

initia lly his mother's, the boy experiences a severe shock. This shock is 

the result of fear of "castration" becau se for him the woman's lack of a 

penis is taken as a threat of castration. Cited in Cook a nd Bernink 

(1999), Freud (1 99:1 :28) states that the future fetishist: 
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refused to take cognizance of the fact that a 
woman does not possess a penis. No, that could 
not be true: for if a woman had been castrated, 
then his own possession of a penis was in danger; 
and against that there rose in rebellion the portion 
of his narcissism which nature has, as a 
precau~ion, attached to that particular organ. 

As Freud states, the boy tries to deal with such feeling of threat by 

ignoring it . Ignoring this fact occurs in the process of being severely 

shocked by it. By the creation of fetish the boy will be able to claim his 

ignorance of sexual difference . According to Freud, a fetish is a mere 

substitute of the penis which the woman lacks and it is a symbolic, 

artificial prosthetic genital organ . The boy becomes aware of the existing 

sexual difference by instinct but since he is terrified with the danger of 

castration and is unable to deal with it, he achieves a compromise 

between the intuition and his anxiety in the form of a fetish object which 

later makes him to recognize and to ignore a sexual difference a t the 

same time. 

According to Freud, instead of totally ignoring femininity, which means 

woman's body, the fetish "Over-values" the female body for the purpose 

of gaining sexual pleasure . The fetish selects those aspects of "femininity" 

which pleases him, in such a selfish, narcissistic way of sexuality .Cook 

and Bernink( 1999) 

2.6.3 Psychoanalysis in Feminist Film Criticism 

Laura Mulvey showed the relationship that resides in Freud's notion 

which shows "active" pleasure of looking at another person as an erotic 

object (Scopophilia) and narcissistic self-regard which involves a 

gratifying reinforccnent of the ego with the act of watching films. She 

looked at the different orders of repressive fanta sy which encourages film 

going and related it with the way of how fem a le characters are placed in 

narrative film . According to Mulvey, the powerful look of th e camera with 
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which the spectator identifies excitedly is focused at the figure of a 

woman who in the narrative film is merely given a place to be obst;rved 

and controlled by others. Mulvey stated this situation of woman as being 

a mere focus of attention and controlled object by the camera, the 

spectator and the film's male protagonists. 

Mulvey was able to extrapolate a theory of film spectatorship based on 

Freud's account of the development of the male child, and particularly on 

the threat posed to this development due to sexual difference. So 

according to Mulvev, the cinema regularly shows the danger of castration 

anxiety provoked in the male child by the sight of the female genitals. 

Instead of helping overcome this crisis by creating conditions for 

accepting and understanding sexual difference, narrative cinema replays 

and moves it further by initiating into the spectator the disordered 

knowledge of the fetishist. Here the spectator admires the sexual object 

which he rejects as anything other than an opportunity for substituted 

sexual satisfaction. Because of this, Mulvey says that "determining the 

psychological 'acroJatics' of film going is the historical fact of patriarchy 

which informs, and is reinforced by narrative cinema" Cook and Bernink 

(1999 :349). 

According to Warthal and Herndl (1993), women are displayed as sexual 

objects and a source of erotic spectacles . Women are essential elements 

of spectacle in narrative films, but are simply presented to work against 

the development of a story-line, to freeze the flow of action in moments of 

"erotic contemplathn". As cited in Warthal and Herndl (1993:436) Budd 

Boetticher states: 

What counts is what the heroine provokes, or 
rather what she represents. She is the one, or 
rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or 
else the concern he feels for her, who makes him 
act the way he does. In herself the woman has not 
the slightest importance. 
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In most films, it is the male character that is active and powerful; he is 

the agent around whom the action moves. The female character is 

portrayed as passive and powerless and she comes as a simple object of 

desire for the male character(s). Since the female's appearance makes the 

male subject remember the fact that she lacks penis which inevitably 

brings the fear of castration to mind, the female character is a source of 

much deeper fears . According to Mulvey, this threat of castration is 

solved in one of the two ways III narrative cinema. It is solved either 

through narrative structure or through fetishism. The narrative structure 

is used here in the way of portraying female characters as to be found 

guilty. And then the women's guilt is sealed either by punishment or 

salvation. 

In the case of using fetishism as a way of escaping from the threat of 

castration, narrative cinema represents female characters as a form of 

fetish which means as a "hyper polished object". According to Mulvey, 

fetishising the women diverts attention from female "lack" and changes 

her threatening look into a reassuring object of endless beauty. Related 

to this Lauretis (1984) cited in Humm (1992:355) states, 

The dominant cinema specifies woman in a 
particular social and natural order sets her up in 
certain position of meaning, fixes her in certain 
identification. Represented as the negative form 
of se.wal differentiations, spectacle fetish or 
specular image, in any case ob-scene, woman is 
constituted as the ground of representation, the 
looking glass held up to man. 
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CHAPTER THREE: ANALYSIS AND 

INTERPRETATION OF DATA 

3.1 A Feminist Critique of Two Male Authored Amharic 

Films 

In this part of the s tudy, u sing the feminis t film criticis m as a backdrop, 

I attempted to a nalyze the two Amharic films written and produced by 

male authors. The film s that h ave been analyzed are Semayawi Feres 

which literally means "Blue Horse" by Serawit Fikere a nd Kezkaza 

Wolafen -"Cold Blazing Fire" by Tewodros Teshome. Since this is a 

feminist critique, the main focus is on how female ch a racters are 

portrayed in the tv:o films . I h ave a lso tried to show wh eth er the fema le 

cha racters in th e two film s appear as mere objects of gaze or as subjects 

capable of independent action. The m a le ch aracters' portrayal has also 

been considered by comparing them with the female ch aracters . The 

theoretical framework u sed in the analyses of th ese films is the theory 

developed by Laura Mulvey( 1975) . She discusses the no tion of female 

cha racters' being mere fetish objects for the male's gaze in films. She 

adds that they a re entrapped in the voyeuristic objectification of the male 

characters in the mainstream films. In h er theory, the male ch a racters 

are subjects of narcissistic objectification for the spectator. In my 

analyses of the two films, these are important theoretica l issues I took 

into account. 

3.1.1 Kezkaza Wolafen 

This IS a film which narra tes the love story of Selamawit an~r~V 
Selamawit is a beautiful young girl who thinks th a t she is HIV posItive 

because of the unsafe sex which her ex- boyfriend had persuade her into. 

But despite this fact, s he m ade herself stronger and continued her 

learning a t a university till Ash agre , a man to whom h er father had 

mortgaged their house , in sisted on m a rrying her. Brook is a university 
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student who falls in love with Selamawit. When h e learned about the 

intention of Ashagre, he decided to pay the money back to Ashagre and 

free her from a ny commitment. But since Brook himself was attracted to 

her, he started followin g and asking her to be his wife which s he rejected. 

When h er friend Hirut died of HIV / AIDS, Selamawit lost h ope of living 

and attempted to kill h erself. She was saved by Brook and his friend ­

Ermias. While s h e was in h ospital she confessed to Brook that she loved 

him, a nd m ade him promise that h e would n ot leave her even when s he 

gets tired and sick. After s h e recovered, she took a n HIV test a nd became 

negative . This is b '~ cause her ex-boyfriend h ad used a condom. At the 

end , Brook succeeded in m arrying her. 

3.1.2 Semayawi Feres 

This film is about an en gineer and his grand new idea of turning the Blue 

Nile Falls to rain. This m a n came from London to finalize his project. His 

a rriva l to Ethiopia was expected with a great eagerness with some other 

groups of people who were hovering over to snatch the proposal from his 

hands and pass it over to a person who is ready to give them a big sum 

of money. For this mission, Fereselam was found to be the ideal person. 

She is a writer who authored books which s tirred controversies among 

readers. She was imprisoned for this. When she was released , she came 

out with a feeling of revenge on the people a t la rge. Her only dream was 

making a la rge sum of m on ey. So sh e agreed to entrap Engineer 

Eskinder both using h er writing talent and h er beauty. But when she got 

closer to him , he forced h er to love him, and induced h er to give up her 

mission a nd stand by his side . She was instrumental in protecting his 

proposal from the h ands of those people. At th e end of the film, a ll those 

people who stood against him were arrested, the proj ect was safe in 

Engineer Eskinder's h ands, and h e stayed together with Fersela m 

enjoying love. 
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3.2 Characterization of Female Characters 

As Mulvay (1 975) states, mainstream films fo llow a particular format or 

narrative structure wh erein the female characters are given the role of 

"to-be-looked-at-ness" . The fema le characters a re the objects of m a le's 

gaze which involves the spectator's look, who sees through the eye of th e 

cam era which in turn sees through the eyes of the character who does 

the look. Accordin[ to Mulvey, th e person who takes the look is usually a 

male character, who forces the s pectator to consider themselves as 

masculine su bj ects . One of the reasons for this is to eliminate th e threat 

of castra tion by ta king a visual pleasure-scopophilia, which is divided 

into voyeurism and fe tishism. The female characters of these two films 

will be a n a lyzed from this backdrop. 

3.2.1 Female Characters as Sex Objects-Objects of Fetishism 

For Freud, the baJic cause of fetishism is not merely an adult man's 

desire to substitute female sexu a l organs with a particular part of the 

body or with another object. It is a fear of ca stration that a person has 

experienced as a child in learning about the lack of penis in females. This 

awareness brings fear of being castrated in the mind of the child. To 

avoid this fear, the child starts to consider the female figure as a source 

of sexu a l pleasure. Mulvey proved th at this was u sually th e case in 

ma instream films wherein female characters a re over-valued a nd a re 

considered as the object of desire for the male characters. This according 

to h er is graphically shown in films by close-up shots of the male 

ch a racters looking at female cha racters with a pparent pleasure a nd 

showing different parts of the female character's body-" ... a bit of th e leg, 

h er rump wiggling as she walks, her breasts etc .", (Saco,2006). 

The camera records the movements of the fetishized fem a le ch a racters so 

that as spectators we assume that the male character is looking a t her 

with desire to the extent that we as viewers find ourselves sharing the 
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view of the male character. In this way the female characters become the 

object of desire not only to the male character but a lso to the spectator. 

This is demonstrated in the analyses of the selected films in this chapter. 

3.2.1. 1 Fetishized Objects in Kezkaza Wolafen 

Selamawit, a young college student is shown in this film as a beautiful, 

s lim shapely girl. She h as a jet black , lon g h a ir which a dds extra beauty 

to her looks . Her charm is further magnified by her dressing style and 

her way of keeping her h a ir tidy. We, as spectators are invited to admire 

her beauty through the camera 's steady gaze at her. The camera 

emphasizes the beauty of h er physical features through taking close-up 

shots. Selamawit is presented as a sex object in the eyes of Brook too. 

When he met her fur the first time a t the campus while h e was walking in 

with his friends, he could not h elp being totally a ttracted to h er. Even 

when he had to walk away, he could not ta ke his eyes off h er a nd we see 

him clashing with a per son who was comin g in his direction right in front 

of him. In this way, we a re made to linger our gaze on h er through 

Brook's eyes-tha t is through the eyes of the camera. Selamawit, together 

with her friends is admired by Brook and his friend, Ermias, the firs t 

day they met. They expressed their admiration by whistles a nd Ermias 

even sang a son g to them. 

" r,:t;~ r,:t.'~ G:t.·~ ~,·H'."·"'I. ~;}.I'.·nC ·I:ln 

"Fresh, fresh, fresh as a lemon, orange 
As pineapple, mango." 

"Fresh" is a word which h as two different meanings in this context. It 

pinpoints that the girls are freshman students, new to the campus and 

inexperienced a bol.t life in campus. It a lso connotes tha t the girls are 

young and beautiful. 

Selamawit's submissiven ess and her being a mere object of males' gaze 
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and desire is shown on the wedding day on which she was supposed to 

be wedded to Ashagre . She was wearing h er wedding-gown which had a 

veil to cover her face . Her bridesmaids were arguing on how she should 

be waiting for Ashagre. The question was wether h er face should be 

veiled a nd he should be the only one to unveil h er, or whether she should 

uncover h er face h erself before he comes as sh e was feeling hot. One of 

them was arguing about the best thing Selamawit should do, and the 

other was talking a bout the best thing Ashagre should do. The latter 

believed that Selamawit was the property a lready owned by Ashagre, his 

object of gaze and only h e , should be the one to unveil h er , take the gaze 

and possess her. But Selamawit was indifferent to a ll this. She was so 

desperate. What s h e wanted to do at that moment was rath er to hide 

herself from his possessive gaze a nd be all by herself. They acted as if 

they were the ones who should decide for her. With a sad look on her 

face, she addressed the girls: 

-fl-}··r·l'I· -fIC.!': A-fill ~\9D'I':J· ··r·U· 7i<J:~· :L 

Selamawit: If you can, please, cover my 

face with a blanket!? 

Hirut, one of Selamawit's friends is the other fetishized object in this film. 

Her being a n object of sexu al desire is shown especially through her 

dressing style . She u sually wears miniskirts that dispose her thighs and 

her "rump wiggling". The manner of h er walking is a lso seductive, 

intended to invite males' gaze. As spectators, we are invited to gaze at her 

in a scene wherein Brook's friend , Ermias, looks at her from behind with 

a wide open mouth and a conspicuous expression of a dmiration. 

Spectators may think that Ermias 's admiration of the physical 

a ppearance of a beautiful girl is natura l. On the other h and, they m ay 

also feel that a person's inner beauty is m ore important. It a ppears tha t 

in this context, th e girl is only desired for what she looks like rather than 

the inner qua lities sh e possesses. 

30 



3.2.1.2 Fetishized Objects in Semayawi Feres. 

Fereselam in Semayawi Feres is presented as an attractive woman who 

is very much conscious of her beauty, which she feels is a source of her 

power over men. She is shown as an object of fetish that is ready to use 

her beauty to attract the man who is her target. She is a woman who 

made herself readily available for the sexual desire of Engineer Eskinder. 

She is a ' university graduate, who has authored books, which become a 

cause of her being thrown into jail; books that contain controversial 

ideas, meant to strike something new in the minds of their readers. Her 

beauty is taken as the best way of projecting her desire to get closer to 

her target, appropriating Eskinder's proposal. By being the object of his 

sexual desire , she eventually succeeded in making him fall for her. The 

team leader Teshome, expected her to present herself as an object of gaze 

for Engineer Eskinder. In a particular scene, he called her to see what 

she had done to at~ract Eskinder's attention. 

9"0'/: 7,}J!o'} ~{jl.? 

Teshome: How was the evening? 
7,llhll.U9" ~OJ·:: 

Freselam: Not fascinating . 

7,}J!u'}? 

Teshome: What do you mean? 

;J°/(::)'9" '11m. ~OJ·:: 

Fereselam: He is such a quiet person. 

7,.l':0''I.tlh0 OJI.1"/: ~g. f<;' I. ovU'~.·} h ·)·C7i.:: 

Teshome: Don't forget that all his life he has been 

concerned only about this project of his. 

~\ OJ· :J>(W, 

Feresela m: I know. 

11OJ4"~ 7, '}J', ~hll. o.'H'I.;.S fllc,'(,~e'F~'} 't'I'IIA·T h4'9"·~OJ.:: 

7,}g,'r'n'tl g,{j(.·tI:: 

Teshome: So if you know this while he is crawling over 

like a tortoise , just let him taste the sweetness 
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of your lips-he will run like a rabbit, 

-J,,(io"! rr~CO"Jr( .. ~,N/Ullt.OI·?U l 7,('·(I:} 7,'}j','j },~'I'C,\':9":: 

Fereselam: Teshome, I am not a whore-I will not degrade 

myself to that extent, 

n,t'lllI,A 7,'H'."'I:)'1n,OI, Y,"}'/" hCIl'Y'M" (I ,P",!'}?" .('01,;1'11· :: 

Teshome: But both Christ and Satan know that you will 

not be wedded to him (Eskinder), 

For Teshome a wc-:nan should either be a respected lady and marry a 

man or should present her body as a sex object to whomever comes 

a long, 

Fereselam's pnmary intention was gammg the attention of Eskinder 

through her seductive manners, She seated herself right in front of his 

table during d inner time, wearing what she thought would make her look 

more beautiful. Though she thought that s h e was successful in 

attracting his gaze, he was actually thinking of something else, The 

following scene from the film clearly shows what s h e was thinking about 

Eskinder's gaze, It a lso reveals that she misinterpreted his attitude, 

Moreover, it allows the spectator to know that the two characters were 

preoccupied with something: 

(),'} 'ID:'I"} &'Il 'Y' (,·'}-} {D.1l'1'? }",}r·A'.p 'l'I\lD'('!II','j' '(l(,.p! 
Eskinder: A woman, a lone, in a restaurant? Wow! Things 

have changed in Ethiopia, Bravo! 

Thinking that he was looking at her beautiful appearance, Fereselam 

thought: 

1lJ':Il'} O'I. II,V-'} ?~&. 117,),: (1.11] r"~, 7,;J'(l'HUIIU' r~, O"UV:,1l 

Fereselam: When I put my hands on my six million 

Dollars, I will invite you, my Engineer. 

As the camera shifts the shooting to Eskinder, he is shown with a smile 

on his face, wondering: 

~,I] .p, r},n'~'} 1n&. },'r"J(l }"P.'/.: 'W/P ,} 7,·}I.l'} 

7,·}y.·),'}tt}" M','rt.'I'lIu,:: 
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Eskinder: I would consider my death as a blessing if I 

could see Abay satisfying th e n eeds of my 

country's gstmrtd . 

Thinking that the s mile is a sign of admiration, Feresela m thought, 

",4- ~\ '}Ji. .•. ""I'll" ~\ ·H,.?o·}m4·lIl ~\CO}m~' ~'~.:: O~ ... 

Fereselam : Ya you better be a mazed . I know that you are 

thinking of winking at me. Go ahead. 

However, Eskinder swigged his drink and h eaded towa rds his room, 

which sen t rage all over h er body. 

Even thou gh this first attempt is not successful, her other attempts had 

su cceeded . She had u sed h er ta lent as a writer together with h er beauty 

to attract him. Sometimes, she seemed to believe that h e was attracted to 

her intellectual talen t, but what actu a lly attracted him were h er looks . 

Here is a conversation sh e had with Teshome . In the instance below, 

Feresela m seems to imply that Eskinder is too much of a n intellectu al to 

be attracted only by h er externa l appearance. On the other h a nd, 

Tesh ome m akes a remark ins tigating that Eskinder just like other men , 

cannot help being overcome by her exqui site beau ty. Fereselam, thus, 

becom es an obj ect of his gaze . 

~\!!tI'}J~" } 1I"?'l'ao.<': P,IIS 6/!, '} (1;) ' f~'I'lD·?O :: 

Fereselam: Hips and thigh s don't a ttrac t Eskinder. 

(1)·}.P: auU'F} ~\·}C~(1)·:: 

Teshome: But don't forget that he is a m a n . 

11(1)· r.. ! II.·Y· :),· ~\&,''';)·:f(1) ··} 11"'1.'/.p,·m· II·}.<'.'} fau"., auU·}p, .!! ~(1). 11JU? 

Fereselam: Come on, we are talking about a n en gineer who 

came from London wherein women go n a ked, do you get it? 

ni. .. . ~\(i ••• l\~;J11.·~ ? 

Teshome: Ok! So h as he talked to you ?" 

(1)1'. ~(1).? f"'l. 1Cau'~. qn.:J°II.'). ~OC:: 
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Fereselam: He can't help talking to me. I would have been amazed 

if he hasn't . 

.y,'}»: ~'"\ . ~(J}.? 

Teshome: Are you saying that you are beautiful? 

n.J"Hl 'P"-'P"- 7,'}P,AU"}1l· ;hlJ.j>/lU:: 

Fereselam: You know that at least I am not u gly. 

This implies that Fereselam has become a fetish for Eskinder. What she 

admires most about him is his dedication to his cherished dream of 

bringing an end to poverty. On the other hand, what he admires about 

her is her charms. After listening to the details of his proposal, in 

amazement, she said: 

7dlt!'}.(':C ~~ fI·9D ~U! 

Fereselam: Oh, Eskinder, you are perfect! 

MIJ.~·1-? 

Eskinder: Really? 

ao •. }! 

Fereselam: I swear. 

Eskinder: And I swear that you are beautiful!" 

As a female spectator, watching this film written by a male writer, I 

would like to comment on the characterization of Fereselam. I feel that 

this character is implausible . Although I find it normal for her to be 

attracted to Eskider and love him, I also feel that she is an inconsistent, 

frivolous woman. On the surface, she appears to be a talented writer, 

who could conceive new ideas for which she was sent to prison. In actual 

fact, however, she is a weak character, preoccupied solely with the 

material benefits she could get from her interactions with the opposite 

sex. I would not expect that an intelligent woman, a talented writer, 

would accept being an object of male's gaze. Such characterization would 

be strange from feminists' point of view. 
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In this film, with Teshome as the leader, there a re three men who seem 

to have important roles in the mission of taking the proposal out of 

Eskinder's hands. These men are Nadew, Paulos and Melaku. Their wives 

are friends, especially Paulos's wife Serkalem and Melaku's wife, Wubit 

are frequently seen together. These characters are given almost no role to 

play in this story. They have no information whatsoever about the 

activities of their husbands. What they talk about whenever they meet is 

so trivial and of nr> substance. They are simply there to fill the circle of 

the men's lives which would seem incomplete without having them as sex 

objects. They are presented as readily available sex objects. Even when 

their husbands are obsessed with snatching Eskinder's proposal, as a 

result of which the wives are forgotten, they show up to remind them of 

their duties as sex objects. Wubit is Melaku's young wife, who has no 

other thing to talk about but men, sex, and fashion. She cannot imagine 

that Melaku has other more important matters to worry about. She is 

not clever enoughLo know ,or at least, to guess what he is up to. In one 

of the scenes, Melaku is watching a documentary film about The Blue 

Nile Falls. Wubit came along and switched the TV off. He asked her why 

she acted in this way: 

'}'fli ltC]u~··n .(',07m ~G:¥C /..A ';o ~dID(~'1A:: 

Wubit: I want us to watch an erotic film. 

OH,U ~\J':"'I.J'F}? 

Melaku: Aren't we too old for that? 

~(\'I"~·'} u·'I,;J·u'} O..r7i·},i.m. 'fIf.. ~m.:: 

Wubit: I think this might help to get over your recent 

problem. 

~\·HA1·'r If'HI- ~\'}Yo ? 

Melaku: Have I become s leepy? 

~\ (\. ~\'}.(': /.,'J;'} g·i'i~A:: 

Wubit: Being sleepy is better than that. 

~\7i. "n ~\t.r'} ~\C]t(~·} /.,AUD.·} A</·'rflm.:: 
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Melaku: Ok,but please let me continue watching the film. 

on~!I' ~,A!1'i:-}9u:: ~,t.","" 7.H.U ~m. ],!':: ,r,g, II M, fI,e, 9°U·t·'} 

"'11f9'··/' U·fI· f,P·tf·}'} II;J',e· fc)~n ·}!lm. A ·}1.~·nm. ~m.? 

Wubit: No, Melaku, this is your fourth time to watch 

this film. Is it because your going to irrigate Abay that 

You have been watching the illusions of the so-called 

scientists ?(With a laughter) 

When Wubit and Serkalem are together, they talk about men, fashion, 

and losing weight. They are comfortable with being the dolls of their 

husbands. Whatever they do is to make their husbands happy in 

exchange of the money that their husbands shower upon them. They are 

objects of sex not only to their husbands but also to other men who come 

along their way. This fact is reflected in a conversation Serka lem and 

Wubit were having: 

~. m·n.·}r.. m.r,:/.·} ],'}</,'FlfI'} ]"C'A'} ,e,u'},} .c'UA ',:ell? 

Serkalem: Oh, Wubi tye, why do we eat so much? We have 

agreed to loss weight. 

fllc'~ (\m'~'L' on"'~(\,'} on~li' ~,Amr.r.m·9U:: 

Wubit: I am afraid that Melaku didn't like my losing weight. 

],·} ... ·}mtAH 'lIfI' ~m·:: 

Serkalem: He is afraid that you might disappear. 

4"H? 

Wubit: Are you saying that he is jealous? 

],'HI'}! n'F/-'r 'lIfln n. ~ .. 9° r.'IIA\,-m· (\·n;>;. fUlm~'II'~ m'H': '(ll,.} 

;J ·,e.·r·:'· ~m·:: 

Serkalem: Sure. His instincts must have told him what you would 

look like when you are going to be so slim and drive 

your B.M.W.He is jealous of the number of men who 

would wink at you in admiration. 
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3.2.2 Submissive Wife and Sweet Mother 

According to Savitt (2006) a submissive wife is one who is totally 

dependent, life producing, comforting, confined, sweet and kind. She is a 

prey of man's power. In Kezkaza Wolafen, Selamawit's mother is a 

desperate woman who has lost everything with the death of her husband, 

the provider of bread. We could guess that she was dependent on her 

husband and a submissive wife. This is shown by the state she fell in 

after his death. She is a woman who is "no-thing" by herself. This feeling 

of dependence on her husband was cha nged to relying on another man, 

Ashagre, whom the husband owed some money. The following instance 

reveals this fact: 

MIll fIt, J':t.1l f(~OOJ· Il 'H' ~,,r,r.A ? .r·U'} 1.11. 
~l' ~1'~ 1l~'T(: OJ~ ~'/ ' ~A ~Alr 
n.'/·hCIl·/:n J!.:~: ~.r, t\u'l'~. lI'n ~nc :: 

Mother: We have been relying on you . Had it not 

been for your help, we would have been 

either dead or begging.(Emphasis mine) 

When she was ill and thought that she had to give her house up to 

Ashagre, she could do nothing but cry, bitterly complaining and wishing 

for her death: 

MIO~Il. ],VW Il:i'r.:} li"'1 .. mIjOJ. 'r'} ~,t\ '/"'/,: 
11 t.G:Il .. }:: ')O'} nJ:·r.,Ol· ,r,lI"} Ilt\,'} ~'r<r, n.'L-'} 
t\.n .~·A ... 

Mother: Why is God worsening my condition? I 

would prefer to die. What wrong have I 

done? My husband was taken away 

from me, and now I'm going to lose my 

rome. 

She is also portrayed as a loving mother, who has given up everything for 

the sake of bringing her children up. She is a woman who lost the taste 

and flavor of life with her husband's death. Then after, she lived only for 

her children. She is a devoted a nd loving mother that her children are 
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lucky to have. But I feel that it is a weakness on her part not to be able 

to accept and overcome problems. When Selamawit poisoned herself her 

mother cried bitterly: 

MO'} Mll°r.. M O'} ,en ~,t. ·r~ ? ~;}J.'D·} .('M,rHo 

~,'H'. ~,"'J'.h·'~ ~,.POl:"'~ 1:\:0 I1jor.:} ~,,f'OI;,,'~? 

Mother: Why Sela mye? Why did you do this to yourself? 

You know the troubles I ha d gone through to 

bring you up . You know how I suffered alon e 

without your father. 

In Semayawi Feres, the wives of th e three men: Tesh ome, Paulos and 

Melaku are sim ply bearing the title "wife" and fulfilling the desires of 

their husbands. But they are not helpmates that their husbands could 

con sult when the need arises . They are economically and psychologically 

dependent on their hus bands, with no free will even though they can 

enjoy all the material ben efits and luxuries money can buy. This m a terial 

satisfaction h a mpered them from becoming independent women, who are 

subjects rather than objects that men can admire a nd derive pleasure 

from .. Very rarely do they seem to get bored of this feeling of being 

possessed and it is not so often that they are heard compla ining. 

Serkalem shows this feeling only once in the narration: 

'7,1. n'l"F~! ~,'}InJ.'D f " '1IJU· !lII"'f.oo!llll .PI1 ml\<;' 1:\:: 

~,t.1"f~ ~,"'f./.\I 'H':~ 01.(1)(.: 'Pc,' ~,"'ft.1- li ':J(:.r: ;JC 

nt,"" } oo'}P""I.t.:r: (l1:\J'"j; 11(1l:" " ,6P,-'} fh'}1')' 1.'f 

I1m,fl:', OI,W ,1',00 111:\ nOlc:r (nO(l'} ,f'11 (. <;'1:\:: .e,'l H~ 

~OI.? 

Serkalem: Sometimes I hate the fee ling of being 

bought. When I get pregnant, I will be told 

by my husband to go to America and to give 

birth there; when I want to swim, I have to 

go to Sheraton to splash about with a 
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guard; when I expect a thin necklace for my 

birthday, he will put a thick chain round my 

neck like a dog. Should I consider my self as 

living? 

According to Saco (2006), female characters are typically depicted as 

saying and doing what men would have them say or do . And in this film, 

the wives are not only made to say and do things in ways their husbands 

prefer, but they are also not informed about what their husbands are up 

to. They do not even know the real source of their husbands' income. 

Serkalem and Wubit a lluded to this fact in the conversation that they 

had concerning their husbands' recent change of behavior. Wubit stated 

that she could not understand why their husbands are so much worried 

about the goods th"tt they import from China without much difficulty. To 

this comment, Serkalem answered : 

;)·W·1:,('t\'n? ),'1. on MI"} ,Wf. f"'l,(K. ~"r,oD{)~9D:: 

Serkalem: But you know what, I don't think that this is 

Wubit: 

only what they do. 

fJ))'n ft.·'HW, 1·P',r, ~W. : : 240 '/"f.'DC\ ouC~:P,. {) 

),f~p,'n nH.U n.,t·oD'}DJ{).} 'nOD()t\ n,·} W·{)'P ),f'~C'n 

f!C\ 'n MD'} nl'l,r,'Ij'} 'p'} .P: 'P ' }""}, Mom ~"l',~. C9D 

9D
'} ~,1fJ'n ? 

It is their damned business. Why should 

you be worried about where your 

husband brings the money comes from 

when you can luxurious ly live driving 

year 240 model Mercedes and living III 

such a house looking like a palace? 

In this film, the women characters are beings without self, without a 

soul. As cited in Savitt (2006) , Elmann states that women in films are 

portrayed as having a soft body with a soft mind. This stereotypica l view 
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of women leads one to infer that they are presented as inferior to men, 

both intellectually and psychologically. The three women in these films 

are unable to oppose th eir husbands' wrong deeds, and to react to males' 

aggression . They are never given answers to their questions because they 

are considered as women who a re not intelligent. When they keep on 

asking for explanations, they are to ld to stop nagging. Teshome, the 

lea der of the team which moves against Eskinder, is like Melaku and 

Paulos, not informing his wife Azeb about what he IS doing. Whenever 

she asks a question, sh e is silenced by him. 

c'I'IOF} or'Ole ~,I\ 'I·o.? 

Azeb: What is the problem Teshe? 

Teshome: Why are you asking this as if there has never been any 

problem before? 

Azeb: 

·f,1. g.Oo!lT} ~m. f?O'} ooa,.} ~m· f?D ;J·m(,.m. ? 

Why a re you talking about problems? You should be 

happy with what you have. 

?O'} .1'. 111 OJ'tI ? 

Teshome: Y('u never understand things, do you? 

'f·o. M O
'} g. ~ 'H ;J-f.C1>;'I\U? 

Azeb: why do you consider me stupid, Teshe?" 

~,~tltI. 9° on ~.g,1rr~?o:: 

Teshome: I didn 't say that, but you don't understand. 

1')-}~oll.h·}Yu·} 1\,1CJ~ . .r"·r~tI 'f'o.? 

Azeb: If you don't tell me, how can I understand, Teshe? 

?D'} ~,I\n,} hU·f M:I.:~ '/l·H··1.7 

Teshome: Now, why don't you just sleep?" 

3.2.3 Helpless and Dependent Women: Objects of Voyeurism 

Voyeurism, which is the second form of scopohilia or visual pleasure, is a 

pleasure one gets by looking at another person sadistically. Unlike 
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fetishism, which considers the female character as a desirable attractive 

object of gaze, the voyeuristic gaze is a controlling one because it aims at 

exercising power over the female object by making her the "bearer of 

guilt" (Mulvey 1975). Here, th e object of gaze is made punishable. In 

narrative film the fem a le characters are made guilty , devalued for their 

sins and will be either punish ed or saved. This is because they are made 

responsible for the viewers ' anxiety of castration . 

In Kezlcaze Wolafen, Selamawit is portrayed as a college student. The 

spectator find s a positive element in this film. This ch aracter is given th e 

role of a girl who h as the opportunity to upgrade herself through 

education instead of being the usual stereotypical image of a girl busy in 

house chore . This puts her in a highly privileged position when she IS 

compared to h er sister, who is deprived of this chance and who IS 

engaged in house hold tasks <l;nd sewing cloth es . But Selamawit is not 

portrayed as a fully independent girl capable of making her own 

decisions althou gh sh e seems to be so on th e surface. 

Throughout the story, we see that Selamawit's beauty is a reason of her 

misery and she is constantly punished for it . Her beauty is a constant 

reminder of her feminine power which for the male characters signals a 

threat of castration . The masculine subject gets rid of this fear by 

constantly punishing the fem ale ch aracter. The source of her plight is 

h er own beauty. 

Selamawit is compelled to marry Ashagre in exchange of h er family's 

house which h er father h ad mortgaged while he was alive. She is made 

available for Ashagre, the voyeur who wants to possess her and to 

shatter her dreams of being educated. All her movements are controlled 

by him. Sh e was his property even before they get married. At the 

beginning of the film , there is a car acciden t th at Selamawit and her 

friends had encountered while they were coming back from Sodere to 

41 



Addis Ababa. After the accident, Ashagre shouted at her sister Etagegn 

when she told him that the accident happened when they were coming 

back from Sodere. He went mad and went out of the house when he 

learned that in the car Selamawit was not only with Hirut but a lso with 

other men. 

She was showered Nith Ashegre's gifts which were given because she was 

his future possession, which had to be a decorated and 'pedestalted' 

object . When she asked why he acted the way he did towards her, her 

mother answered this way: 

au '/:?" m11· ~\.I'iHr~?":: ~\·),O fI"'I°]f]·1 .... 
U'].{H: ~\·).r:·hJ'"): liaV 6.fl1· n,,' r::: 

Mother: Well, he doesn't have any evil 

intentions on you. He just wants to 

marry you and make you his wife . 

(Emphasis mine) 

This is his way of putting a hand-cuff on her so that she will no more be 

the young, beautiful Selamawit, whom he had for so long waited upon 

and looked at as a threatening power, her beauty. She h ad been 

harassed by Ashagre until Brook came along with his own desire of 

possessing her. Through Brook, she gets her freedom back for a while. 

He paid the money Ashagre had lent to her father and she was freed from 

the firm grips of the man she did not love. But this is only till Brook 

started to nag at h er with his question of marrying her. As spectators, we 

are made to consider Brook as a virtuous man as he paid her father's 

debts. He keeps on telling her that she should not force herself to love 

him because of what he did for her fami ly. Despite these words, we 

constantly see him trying to force her into the kind of relationship he 

wants . He kept on helping her and he even hired her in his own 

organization-he be-:ame her new employer and boss . This is his way of 

keeping her within the reach of his hands which is a n indirect and 
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inoffensive way of controlling her, of showing his power. Brook was a ll 

the time ready to help h er. In this context, as Savitt (2006 ) points out, a 

woman is seen as eterna lly waiting to be served, constantly dependent, a 

victim, u su a lly in the n ame of love . So Salamawit is being constantly 

punished in the pretext of being helped. Most of the time, she is seen as 

crying as sh e is further and further tortured when asked to do what she 

did not want to do. She strives to m ake Brook happy by constantly 

m a king h erself available, but when it comes to the question of being 

m arried to him, she is more tortured . This fact is the result of what her 

ex-boyfriend did to her. He knew that he is HIV positive but this did not 

stop him from forcing her into a forceful sex. la ter, he confessed that h e 

did it just because he did n ot want to see her walking away from him and 

be the lover of other men. Through doing this , h e thought of getting rid of 

his rivals, while a t the same time making her yield to his love . 

The same is true with Brook. He wanted to take possession of h er, which 

otherwise would make him look weak and impotent. He believed that 

Selamawit s h a ll be his. When she refused to marry him, the once strong 

and determined Brook became a helpless drunkard. It is Selamawit who 

caused his degradation and it is only through her that h e can m ainta in 

his former self. In spite of this potentia l, she is seen reduced to the level 

of a helpless crying girl who usua lly punishes h erself, locking h erself up 

in h er bedroom and calling h erself a non- huma n being. 

The other object of voyeuristic gaze in this film is Hirut. She is a young 

woman who is not submissive to any ma n who comes a long. She is a 

type of person who uses whoever is a round just to get materia l 

satisfaction. She is not afraid of making her own decis ions without any 

one's interference. She simply moves from one man to another like a 

"rover" that is "winged". Hirut does not a llow being possessed by a ny 

s ingle m a n . Whoever h a ppens to be on h er way, will end up being h er 
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victim, her source of materia l satisfaction. She is a lways seen as enjoying 

life following the track of men who h ave money and trapping them with 

h er beauty. Ermias is on e of these men who became h er victim. When h e 

asked h er for a date, she first h esitated cla iming that he is a poor and 

naive student, but at last she went out with him. But when she met 

a nother m a n in the same ba r she ignored Ermias and went to the n ew 

m a n. Ermias asked h er what she was doing: 

:J··~·"./\u ~"}Y. ~.rl· ~,l' l.gS9u ~(I). ~,H. U .r:t.fI ((1£11:1: j,16 'J.'} ~,r""l.t.:f·) 

Hirut: Are you kidding? This guy is loaded with money. (striking 

h er chin with her finger) 

Money is her idol. This IS clearly shown in another scene In which 

Selamawit tells h er about Ashagre and his gift . 

j , ' }'J: on ~,'}I.l.'} (I) (;.,,'} OO t\fl'/i/\.1-:; ~,~. 'flU"} on 9D
'} 

~,'}g."'Ir.cOI :J· (I).~,P/\'ii ? rc'lm1'} (1)£:1' »:{~(I). '} ,fir.. M .. :( 

(I)'r'L"} 9D~:} OV
O]II·)·:: hll j,U·'},}D (1:1' 'flH' (l)e:,. j,9D(l) 

'flV,. tI'IIn.'} 9D~'} 1't/'~' ·t/'}'r ... 1111 (\.1'1/\,,'(1). g"t'(I) " 'tI:: 

Hirut: You did a good thing by returning his gold. 

You know what I would do if I were you? I 

would sell the gold and buy milk and other 

things for my kid. I would just thank him a nd let 

him bring more gold . 

Then I would buy the best clothing and whatever 

I want .. . then h e will give up when he gets 

bored with it. 

But she did not get along with adultery. She paid dea rly due to h er 

indecent behavior. She first gave birth to a child whose father is not 

known. This is a kind of punishment la id upon h er for sleeping with a 

number of men. The second punishment which cost her life is her being 

a victim of HIV / AIDS. Her hopes were shattered, a nd s h e eventually lost 

h er life . She is at last reduced to the position from which she could no 

more possess men, be a threat of their autonomous existence . This is one 
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of the ways of reducing the threa t of castration; punishing female 

characters through death . 

In Semayawi Feres Ferselam and her s ister-Dr. Blein are presented as 

threats to the male characters, and they are punished and at last saved . 

Fereselam is sent to Engineer Eskinder by Teshome's team to serve as a 

bridge between them and him. They wanted to use her as a sex object 

who can easily win Eskinder's heart and become the object of his fetish. 

They wanted to use her feminine power for themselves- for their 

advantage. But this did not work as she herself became weak, 

submissive and yielded to Eskinder's love . She fell in love with him and 

could no longer hit her target. The once strong, talented and intelligent 

Fereselam had changed into a m eek , docile woman who vowed to stand 

beside Eskinder and help him fulfill his dream leaving aside her own 

plans. Her feminine power becomes a threat to the villains who could no 

more use her and have her in their control. So they wish she would die 

,be killed. But before they could get to her, she was saved and escaped 

the punishment intended for her. But she wasn't saved for nothing. She 

was saved because she h ad confessed to Eskinder about her bad deeds 

and agreed to submit herself to him. According to Mulvey (1975) 

cited in Cook and Bernink (1999), this is one of the usual endings given 

to narrative fi lms 'n which a woman's guilt is forgotten by making her 

helpless and dependent. The female character in this film is saved 

through the love of a man .Certainly, the film has moral implications, but 

according to Mulvey, such character submits to man's power. 

3.3 Characterization of Male Characters 

According to Mulvey in mainstream fi lms, the male characters are given 

a position quite different from that are given to the female characters. 

The male characte ·s are portrayed as the strong, confident, possessive, 

creative and brave heroes. They are the people around whom the story 
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usually revolves and take part in a lmost all the events of the story. The 

male characters according to Savitt (2006), are given free reign to become 

what they like, even to fail if they ch oose. Because of su ch highly valued 

qua lities given to 'he m a le characters, th e spectator is m ade to take 

narcissistic identification with them. This form of identification with the 

prominent m a le figures in films is a way of ego formation which Mulvey 

related with the mirror stage of Jacques Lacan. Narcissistic pleasure, 

which is driven by the film s pectator in identifying with the perfectly 

portrayed m a le image on the film screen , is similar to the way a child 

derives pleasure through identification with a perfect mirror image. Wha t 

the viewer develops is not only pleasure but a lso ego which is based on 

the idealized image in the mirror or on the screen. The male characters 

with a ll the highly valued images given to them, represent the more 

perfect and powerful ideal ego which the spectator is forced to identify 

with. 

3.3.1 Male Characters as Means of Driving Narcissistic 

Visual Pleasure 

In kezkaza Wolafen ,while throughout the story, Brook is given a perfect 

role of being a means of narcissistic visual pleasure, Ashagre is seen as 

playing this part in only a t some stage of the film . 

Brook is shown as a perfect ideal h ero who is a college students a nd h e 

later becom es a graduate and a leader of his own organization .He is not 

only educated but also a very h elpful son for his wealthy old father. He is 

in ch a rge of his father's business which h e successfully carried out. He is 

a man of a ll these tough responsibilities. Apart from being rich and 

edu cated , he is portrayed as capable of possessing whatever h e likes and 

actin g in whatever ways he prefers . Through his careful steps, he is the 

one who at last wins the h a nd of Selamawit and made h er his wife. He 

had snatch ed her out of the hands of Ashagre by paying back the money 
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Selamawit's father owed Ashagre . It is only through Brook that the whole 

family gets redemption and gains their once taken away p ride and 

h appiness. It is Brook who claims to fulfill no t only his but a lso 

Selamawit's dreams. 

~f\1 'F~ v·n- 1'1/'\1 "'If '} ~\I..t\;J(I.U. Mt\h· ·~9U? 

Brook: Didn't I tell you I wanna see your dreams come true? 

OJ·t\;J·u tll/ofilio"OJ. (If\'p. 1J'(~·n'1t\:: 

Selamawit: "I am highly indebted to you . 

Book is portrayed c.s the most perfect su ccessful and complete ch a racter 

in this film whom the spectator cannot help identifying him or h erself 

with. 

A similarly strong and controlling ch aracter but who unlike Brook is 

portrayed as a villain is Ashagre. He is a lso described as a rich m a n 

whose words are considered as God's words to Selama wit's fa mily 

m ember s . He leads the sequence of the film to some level to the extent of 

engaging Selamaw't in the m a rriage which she never approved of. He is 

the person on whom the fa mily relied a fter the death of Selamawit's 

fath er. He is th eir only hope of surviving and being rescued from going 

out to th e s treet. Ashagre is the only one to decide their future fate 

especia lly Selamawit's. He could either save or ruin her life . He is also 

th e person whose decision will a ffect the life of the family . He had all this 

power till h e was overturned by anoth er stronger man-Brook. If Brook 

h ad not been around, Ashagre would h ave been the one around whom 

the story of the film revolved. 

In Semayawi Feres, Engineer Eskinder is th e ideal ego representa tion . He 

possesses what a person dream s of h aving. He is an engineer, who came 

from London, yearning to finish his project th at is ground-breaking in its 

nobili ty and in its strength . He is not con cerned with satisfying his 

m ateria l needs. He dreams of ch a nging the lives of the people of Ethiopia, 
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making his country a land of prosperity and a place imagined by many 

as an ideal place of living. His project is what the whole film is about. 

Fereselam and all the other people in the film are moving circling him, he 

is the center-the core of the film. He is a person who makes people be 

concerned about what he can do, not what he looks like. For a spectator 

who sits back and watches the fi lm, Engineer Eskinder is presented as a 

perfect representatIOn of a normal human being, especially a man whose 

behavior confirms with the values set by the society. So the spectator can 

not help being drawn towards Engineer Eskinder and imagine 

him/herself in his position. 

3.4 Comparison and Contrast of the Male and Female 

Characters in the two Selected Films 

In this part of the analysis , I will try to take some palrs of male and 

female characters lound in the two films and try to further illustrate the 

absolutely different position given to them. In Kerkaza Wolafen at the 

beginning of the narration, both Selamawit and Brook were college 

students. Brook was a fourth year senior student while she is a freshman 

student. This gives more illustration on how Brook is given the superior 

position just from the start. Brook is a helpful son to his rich single 

father while Selamawit is a helpless daughter who could do nothing to 

help her poor single mother. Brook has a great deal to offer to his father­

he offered to help his father by going abroad with him which the father 

resented claiming that Brook had to take care of their business. 

Selamawit has nothing to offer; she simply curses her fate and cries 

a lmost over everything. She is a dependent helpless person who is 'sold' 

as a commodity to a rich man while Brook is the independently moving 

man who is Selamawit's only way of surviving. Brook loved her, paid her 

debt and married her, and she was loved by him. She became indebted to 

him and was marri~d to him. 
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She was forced into sex by her ex-boyfriend and made to be a person 

who was nearly infected by HIV / AIDS but Brook decided to live with her 

knowing this fact. This shows how h e is a llowed to do whatever pleases 

him even if it is da n gerou s for him while Selamawit is driven to danger 

ou tside her will. 

Both Brook's father and Sela m awit's mother live without their spouses. 

And both are s ick. Brook's fath er is given the opportunity to go abroad 

a nd get better medical treatment under his daughter's care who lives 

there . Selamawit's moth er h as no one to turn to as she was poor and her 

daughter can not do a nything for her. Selamawit h as to be "sold" to 

Ashagre so th at the mother could get a solution. But at last it is Brook 

who even took her to hospital and bought her medicine. She is shown as 

a helpless a nd submissive woman wh o has no control of things let a lone 

to fulfill the dream of h er dau ghter. She simply cries and wishes for her 

death blaming h erself for what happened to Selamawit . 

.!'lI G:~1'Fli 7,'H'i,') ' U"Hl'Ii ~,.~r.A ? 

Mother: We happen to be a hindra n ce to you with out your 

will. 

Ermias-Brook's friend and Selamawit's friend-Hirut are glVen some 

similar features but are treated quite differently. Both like going out with 

a number of sexual partners; they a re not seen going steadly with on e 

partner. Both of them talk only a bout love, sex and so on. They do not 

care about a nything but living for the day and enjoying their life . But this 

way of living does not pay Hirut right from the beginning. While Ermias 

goes with such style of living with ou t any problem , Hirut is forced to be a 

mother, so th at she could assume th e role of a submissive woman. We 

see her being nagged at for such behavior while Ermias keeps on doing 

what he likes. And it is n ot even a t the end of the film that we see Hirut 

suffering from HIV / AIDS disease- at last she is punished by death for a ll 
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she did. Ermias is found only the carrier of the Virus, but he is still in 

good shape and is determined to live and let others live. He continued 

living, changing his attitudes and making a good use of himself. 

Looking into Semayawi Feres, Engineer Eskinder and Fereselam are 

found as contrasting pairs. He is a man with a brilliant idea of changing 

the Blue Nile Falls into rain and she is a beautiful lady who occurs in the 

story to destroy his dream, who runs to get s ix million Dollars. He is an 

engineer who goes forward to the last step of confronting his pursuers 

who become obstades to fulfilling his dreams, while she is an authoress 

who has given up writing because she was thrown to jail due to 

controversial ideas sh e developed in her books. At last Fereselam 

becomes Engineer Eskinder's lover, and gives up on her previous 

indecent style of living. The source of her happiness is Eskinder, and she 

is determined to be a submissive woman who will live to fulfill his 

dreams . 

Dr. Blein who is F"reselam's sister is Yilma's fiance. He is an important 

man working for the government in affairs which concern crime. He is 

always followed by bodyguards who are always armed . Both of them are 

shown as being busy in what they do. He knows that she is as busy as 

himself but expects her to give him more time. 

~,'H ?fl"'£: 1J'~ '1i N'!./'. '>;. n.lI.~·Vli 'lD' ~Ol·:: 

Yilma: Your being a doctor does nothing good for me except that 

it makes you busy. 

ll'i'H' (HMIJ ~"e,nt\1'?"! 1J1lp't\''l'} lIoD IJ"} MI£: 1,:( f~ .I',7jllt\:: on 
.I'.t\"'/ ~,.I'.(\Il:f·U?"? ~,)1n.9'··f-u" 'li1-r'l:fU~" 'Ph. ,Y·II. ?"'i?"'} , , , 

Dr. Blein: But it is not worse than your boring meetings. And my 

being busy is better than your being a higher official. 

Aren't you bored of it Yilma? Your guards, their guns 

walkie- talkie bla bla bla ... 
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r)""F}"'I o.'I":J-:f-'} ~(IJ.? IlMLT,F} f"'lilom. ~"}'t: Il·}y.m.\,- ' (I;l' ~m.:: 

Yilma: These days especially we are dying of piles of works, 

I think of our wedding day only when you call me. 

~, f 1'11.1':)1 0" lI' ') ~,II O·}:: 

Dr. Blein: You must be kidding. 

"'III'L' OJ> m.'!' t. ,} ~,II:: 

Yilma: I just mean that I am so busy, 

h"'l,.c'·IJ.I' O"I'A"- OJ'} OJ> o"ov')l'r), ~m· 1flU? 

Dr. Blein: But you should understand that I will be a nun if 

we can not do it in April. 

~,n. ~,"'IlI' Y,:: 

Yilma: Ok 'mother'. 

Dr Blein has time to think about her wedding day through all her 

business while Yilma does not find it worthy of th~nking about in the 

middle of his work. What is more important to him is his work not the 

wedding day. And because she has some information about Fereselam's 

connection with Teshome and his man, she was threatened by them and 

at last she was shot. It is Yilma who followed the track of the men and 

put them in jail. She is the victim and he is her savior. 

3.5 Women's Self Identification in the Films 

In Kezkza Wolafen, there are situations in which Selamawit IS found 

exposing her feelings and doing things in her own ways . When she is 

supposed to marry Ashagre without any pnor knowledge and 

compromise, she defended herself claiming that what he did for the 

family is not something that should be paid back by forcing her into 

marriage. The following is the conversation that she had with her 

mother. It clearly shows her determination not to marry someone she did 

not love . 

~,r).?" ~1t.;~- "'I'}?" ;J'W" /..M" f"'lg.;J·r)'(I ~1C ~IJ).:: 

Selamawit: whoever tells me, marriage is inconceivable. 
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~,'}f!.'} M9D r..? ~"i"lt. ~,t. ""CI. .y. f-I·I.I..OI· I]IIOJ ~OI·:: 

Mother: How selamye? But Ashagre is very rich. 

f 1..11101· .e.U· '}:: 

Selamawit: I don't care! 

011 ~.r • .r. "1'1" fJIIO'·II:)·".!-·} ~OI.:: 

Mother: Moreover, we are indebted to him. 

~,.r.tJ'·}9D ~,.r.tJ'·}9D ~OJ.:: OJ.II:J· IIJ·I1:/: ?DlI·}.!'·} ~,.e.tJ'·}9D:: 

Selamawit: I said it is impossible! Marriage isn't a payment 

for one's kindness. 

Through this speech she made her desire clear, and she confirmed the 

need to prioritize learning. Moreover, she has refused the golden necklace 

that Ashagre bought her as a present. 

But when the film's narration proceeds, we no more find this strong 

determined Selamawit, but the tearful and helpless girl. She is made to 

give in to Ashagre's proposal and is forced to get married before finishing 

her education. The seemingly stable Selamawit suddenly becomes 

impulsive, emotional and moody. In another part of the film, when 

Selamawit is again made to be the object of Brook's gaze, she refused. 

Brook had sent Seble-Selamawit's friend-to talk to her on his behalf. 

Seble tries to persuade her by reminding Selamawit what he did for her. 

OU:~:?D tu'lOl· .r. "I~'} ~,·}.r. n· ~,~fU·?D:: 

Seble : I have never seen a person as kind as him. 

~,"'9D hCl.t\J':lt.9D
: : 

Selamawit: I didn't deny that. 

~,'}.'U· n.·} lIH.U o~.r. ?D'} ·}I..Cl.Jn:n 

Seble: Then what more does a woman need? 

"'1.<':1."1 f?D:'·I..Cl.101··}:: ~, ." .r."I'I" OH.U M,-} f?DI..Cl.101· II.~ ~'IC 

~ :1)--:: 

Selamawit: What feels right for her. Right now I want 

something else. 
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After her attempt to commit suicide had failed sh e completely left her 

resistance and agrFed to be Brook's wife. 

Fereselam in Semayawi Feres vacillates between being a strong 

determined woman, and at times being a weak, submissive lover. In 

approaching Eskinder, she talked to him about her ta lent as a writer. 

She also tried to exercise the power of h er charms. Feminists do not 

value such female character. Such literary work exhibits the male 

writer's bias towards fema le characters. She wanted to show Eskinder 

that he is too weak to resist her charms. But it so happened that the love 

of Eskinder was too strong for her to resist. She at last became his prey. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSION 

Using feminist film criticism as a theoretical framework for the analyses 

of the two male authored films- Kezekaza Wolafen and Semyawi Feres, 

this study focuses on the way the female characters in the films are 

portrayed. Feminist film criticism is related to psychoanalysis. It 

basically focu ses on Jacques Lacan's mirror stage and Sigmund Freud's 

males' fear of castration and fetishism . Taking this highly integrated 

relationship between the two theories into account, this study attempted 

to reveal how the fema le characters are depicted as objects of male's gaze 

and how the male characters are shown as being the positively portrayed 

ones. As a matter of fact , they help the spectator to identify with them, as 

it is the case in the mirror stage of an infant. 

The way the female characters are portrayed in these two films as objects 

of male's gaze is analyzed using the two forms of scopophila- driving 

pleasure by looking at another person. The first of these forms is 

fetishism and the second is voyeurism. 

Fetishism, which refers to a pleasure derived by looking at the different 

parts of the female's body, is a way of acquiring sexual satisfaction. 

Through this pleasure, a person is capable of suppressing the fear of 

castration developed at an early stage of development in being aware of 

the lack of penis. According to feminist film criticism, the object that is 

represented for the gaze of the Fetish is a female character and the male 

character is the subject for whom the female character plays the role of 

"to-be-Iooked-at-ness". Through close-up shots of the parts of the female 

character's body and through showing her as beautiful, the spectator is 

made to identify with the look of the camera which basically follows the 

eyes of the male characters in films . In watching such mainstream films, 

the spectators finc themselves forced to assume the masculine position 

even if they are females. 
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Through a thorough analysis of how the female characters appear in the 

two films, attempt is m ade to sh ow how they are presented as mere sex 

objects who are around to simply satisfy the sexual desire of the fetish 

subjects- the male ch aracters . While th e m a le characters a re represented 

as h aving either good or evil purposes to be accomplished , the female 

cha racters are seen appearing in the line of the story playing the role of 

supporters and means of fu lfilling the dreams of the male ch aracter s. 

What is magnified a bout the female characters is not their intelligence 

but their physical appearance which is m ade to look more a ttractive 

through the camera's recording system. In the process of being objects of 

fetishism, these characters h ave given up their own dreams and are 

made to follow a nd fulfill the dreams of their possessors wh o claim to be 

unable to live with out th em . The female ch a racter s in these two films are 

shown as failures by themselves and are made to attain their values and 

find their salvation through the m a le characters. As spectators we are 

made to take the female characters not as worthy of being con s idered as 

h aving important roles, but as having a simple role of adding some 

bea u ty to the look of the film as they a re a lso taken as adding taste to 

the life of the male characters in the films. 

The other form of scopophilia which is used to a n a lyze ch a racterization 

of the female characters in the films is voyeurism . Voyeurism refers to 

the gaze one casts on others as a means of controlling them, make them 

guilty and punishes them. Here , unlike the fetishistic form of visual 

pleasure which helps to derive happiness through considering the female 

character as source of sexual pleasure, the voyeuristic form h elps to 

draw pleasure through blaming the female characters for the evil ac ts 

they performed. " fter being made guil ty th eir end will be either 

punishment through death, or salvation. In the fi lms analyzed both these 

endings a re given to the female characters that a re m ade guilty for the 

fea r of loss that they instigate in the h earts of the male characters. Most 
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of the female characters in these films had paid for the threats they 

caused and are at last given salvation. They receive this salvation by 

making themselves submissive for the males. In both films, almost all the 

female characters are willing to live with the male characters in the name 

of love which is one of the ways of giving into the possession and close 

inspection of the male characters. This shows being the object of the 

voyeuristic gaze. The other end given to a female character in one of the 

two films is death, which is the other form of maintaining voyeuristic 

gaze on females . For example Hirut's being the cause of loss of power for 

the males is sealed by her being totally removed from the scene. It is 

through these two forms of scopophilia that the reason for the meek, 

submissive a nd dependent portrayal of fema le ch a racters is a n a lyzed and 

interpreted. 

The last point which is used to further see the difference observed in the 

portrayal of female and male characters in films is Jacques Lacan's 

Mirror stage. This s tage of infant's development is a stage through which 

an infant looks a t Itself in a mirror and forms a n ego in idcntity with the 

image reflected by the mirror. This misrecognition and identification of 

ego based instea d of reality on a simple reflection of real image is related 

to the pleasure that is gained by watching films. When looking at male 

ch aracters in films, they are seen as being given privileged images­

strength, determination , brilliance etc . The spectators are made to 

identify themselves with the male characters and to imagine themselves 

in the position of the characters. The m a les found in both Kezkaza 

Wolafen and Semayawi Feres are portrayed as strong characters who 

work hard to accomplish their desire. They are determined to make their 

dreams come true. They are presented side by side with the female 

characters that are depicted as being their complete opposites since they 

do not fulfill their desire but h elp others fulfill their dreams. The male 

characters in th e films a re shown as a lways rescuing the female 
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characters and showing them the way out. Looking at the male 

ch aracters given a ll these virtues, the spectator cannot help assummg 

the roles of the male characters and watching fi lm from their angles. 

They despise the female ch a racters for bein g both weak a nd frightening 

at the same time and they get rid of their fear by focu s ing on their 

beauty . 

This s tudy is believed to have some contribution in showing the status of 

th e female ch a racters in two male-authored Amharic films which a re the 

subjects of this s tudy . Looking at the rapidly growing number of film 

viewers, the great contribution films have in strengthening values and 

attitude that already exist in the mind of viewers and the lon g lasting 

effect films produce on spectators, it is important to consider th e 

unquestionable emphasis th at should be given to the content of films 

and especia lly the stereotypical portrayal of female characters . The 

primary concern of film production s hould be given to the quality of films 

produced rather than to the quantity of films. It is through a n a lyzing the 

a lready existing films that the concern towards contents of films can be 

star ted and a lot must be done in this area. 
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Abstract 

O romo written literature h as got a very fertile gruund of oral 

literature. It is possible to divide Oromo oral literature into three 

categories 

Folktale 

Oral poetry 

Epigrams 

Long ago Oromo written literature began with Arabic cllphabet, and 

showed very slow development over the centuries because of the 

inconveniences of the use of other languages' alphabets for Oromo 

language for religious and political reasons . 

In the first h a lf of 19th century Or:>mo literature bi>::}",' . it' EuroPe 

by two ex-slave Oromo: Ware and Gaba'o. With the c;.""; ;' ;.ance of this 

young Oromo Jomard was able to produce th,. '·, • .;t '),r;.mo written 

materials. 

After Jomard, Lewis Krapf and Charles Tutschek also produced 

literary materials in the1840s. 

However much of Oromo religious literatures were produced in the 

third quarter of 19'h century by Oromo ex-slaves: One:;mos and his 

lan guage team for the most part. 

Oromo li teratu re began in the 20th century with the publication of 

One:;mos Nasib Oromo language Bible and Oromo reader, showed a slow 

change in the first quarter of the centUlY 

During the Italian occupation it went forth to some extent because 

the Italians encouraged the Oromos to produce their lit ' .~ratL';'·~ . 

In 1950 and 1960 it took the o ther din:dioll UI , ( ~ :.: : ,'ano,: cult ural 

na tional movement. Th is became reality with the ~: ... T.alic!l of "~D3.c':- ". 

Tulama" and "Arfan Qallo" Association. These tv,'c . .;;c;:·,;·,dp associat;;m:; 

played a vita.! role in promoting Oromo culture . The~c associations 



produced substantial amount of literature that became the base for 

modern Oromo art in general. 

1970 onwards, Oromo literature was characteri7-,: :i ':>y ;'oiitical 

theme. In the 1950s and 1960s, the major question ; , .~rp pq..tality rind 

equa l opportunities between nation and n a tionalitie ::; 

But after the 1974, Ethiopian Revolution t.he opted equality 

demised and the nation took t he question of "self determination up to 

secession." Most of the literature of this time was pro this idea, aEc'. was 

highly dominated by politics. 

In gen eral, it is possible to say that Oromo literature passed 

through three stages 

1950s 1970 
----- ------_ .. _-- -----

Folklore and 

religious 

litera lure 

cultural nationalism politico 

cult.ural 

nationalism 

IL is indeed very difficult to forecast contidently the futu~·.' ' . ';;;d ui Oromo 

literature. Of course , it solved its major problen , ,h ,' l)roble:lI t ':' 

orthography now. Yet, the majority of Oromo liLe,&.ry p~'oductions <' l'e 

commg from few well educated individuals who cannA satisfy the 

cultura l need of the Oromo because they are few in number. Again the 

crudity of form provided that middle professional creative writers .l,ct,;d to 

be given professional training a nd s upport. To enh a n ce s u stainahlf' 

development in the language so as to facilitat e the process of radical 

social, political and economic change as well as democratization of the 

country, Oromo literat.ure should get s pecial attention s ince Oromo 

la n guage is th e major language of Africa and th e lingua fra nca of horn of 

Africa. 



Oromo Pronunciation 

All words from Oromo language origin are spelleJ a', .:;.)rding tv th;'! 

newly introduced Latin-Oromo alphabet (Qube) to ea~~ ~L~ problems cf 

reading some words. 

Key to Qubee (Oromo alphabets) 

Dromo language vowels 

Short vowels Long vowels 
a, mgng (house) 

e, h~d~ (wanted) ~ 

I, miti (not) 

0, Qdu~news) 

, 

U, m Lid u (anointed) 

aa, baalaa (leaf) 

ee, deem~ (wer.t) 

ii, @i..(run) 

00, kootu (come) 

uu, Tuuchi (collect) 

Dromo language consonants 
B, Qola (hole) 

J, .]aalala (Love) R, rosa (rose) ~: tl, ::.hl !bisu (dance) 

C,Qaala (grea ter) T, J;apha (play) 

K, karaa (stree t) S, liare (doog) Ch, mi~hu (friend) 

D, duba (book) L, (Iafa) land Dh, dhadha [~'! l tter) 

F, fan (fooL) M, mana (house) Ph, ko!2hi (program) 

H, hadhas (moth er) N, nama (man) Ny, (nyaata) (food) 

Y, ;iaada (idea) W, (Waaqa) (God) 

Q, ~jaama (body) Z, ~a1anga (shell) 
, 

'aaru ( a ngry) X, Kiiqi (zeal) , 

C , galma(ha ll) 

~ 
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Chapter one 

1. I.Background of the study 

1.2. Statement of the problem 

O romo people a re approximately more than 30 million li '/~:-, ~-, j~\ E,hiop ia, 

Kenya and Somalia, stood only the third largest indige" JLL~> If'h;suage 

group in the African continent (Gada Melba 1989). Hcwe,.t;;t, 'iLly little 

was studied a bout t his people's language, culture, hiswry, p"iities, 

li terature a nd religion in comparison to the other major linguistic groups 

in th e continent. 

Oromo as well a s other scholars h ave under taken a number • ', : --studies o f Oromo literature . Studies by Oromo scholars are very 

fragmentary and those undertaken by some others reve"1l distortions. 

This thesis a ttempts to overcome these problems of fragmentation and 

some distortion in the study of Oromo literature. 

Fekede Azeze (1998) said that only thirty semor essays were 

carried out a buut Oromo Literature in the last thirty y::",.<; . 966- 1 L; '.;7.: 

Again, there are few MA theses and PhD dissert<:.:ti .. . " .,; 0;. Oromo 

jiterature. However, none of them studied the deve ·,-,p m.:, , ;. of O ·",-.rr.'· 

literature in a su bstantial way. 

The study of the d evelopment of Oromo literature n ecessarily starts 

with a study of the Oromo as well as Oromo isnguage itself .H0·;.·~ver, 

since this thesis focuses on Oromo written literature it d eals with the 

development of Oromo writing. 

The Lerm developme nt comes from thc rooL word 'rlevelop' which 

means "to go through a process of natural growth, differentiation or 

evolution by successive ch anges" accordin g to Webster's New Collegiate 

Dictionary 1981. Thus it refers to the nateral growth th at makes 

sume1 hing diffe rent from other in the gradua l procC';<; .;,' consroC1tive 

c hanges. 



In Lh is case, when the research er says devc·.(1P'·Ylc' n" of O:··j n ,:.; 

written litera ture , he is referring to its naturai growth from the V', l )' 

beginning to 1991 and its different phases within different historical 

periods . 

Literature does not grow in the vacuum. It needs favorable social 

and historical conditions. So what kind of social and historical conditions 

contributed to the development or "underdevelopment" of Oromo 

Ii terature will also be discussed. 

1.3. Objectives of the study 

This research is a descriptive research mainly f()C1 1sing on the 

deve lopment of Oromo literature a nd particularly Cp·,·rno w n tl t · , 

lite ra ture . Thus the objectives of this research are : -

1. To find out the origin of Oronw (;t.cramre 

2. To describe different developmental stages of 

Oromo literature. 

3 .. To point out some of th,~ probl€ms that hiY!'Jered 

its development and 

4. To suggest a kind of summar'y wh e re the wc,,;': 

perhaps lacks d~th. 

1.4. Significance of the study 

Since this research is original by its type, 

1. It may add more knowledge about historical growth of Oromo 

literature and its different phases arid genres 

2 . It may help undergraduate students. who st1.ldy 0 ' '.) , ;]0 liter ::lta~,,:: 

especially students who take the Cours.e, S" ,\ ,0',. of Orvrr::~ 

literature 

3. It may also stimulate other researchers for further research on 

Oromo literature opening vast ground to be studied. 

2 



1.5. Delimitation of the study 

This thesis deals with Oromo literature particularly Oromo \I\'1-itten 

literature from th e beginning to 1991. The reason for dC ~: i:",jtation to 

j 991 is , there IS some one who is doing his Mast,:r-; Thesis 0" 

development of Oromo literature from 1991 to the ·)r~se."! ': in ot:.er 

d epartment (Department of Ethiopian languages and Literature~. 

Secondly, it could be very vast and unmanageable for an M, •. 'i'hesis if it 

includes other issues like African literature, d evelopment of Ethiopian 

literature. On the other hand, this research took a year to b ring it LU a 

state of completion because the university a llows a year fo:- MA thesis . 

1.6. Limitations of the Study 

When one starts to study Oromo literature or generally about 

Oromo, the Jirst problem hel she may encounter is where one s hould 

s tw"l from. (Asafa, 2 004). As Oromo literature was not s tudied in a very 

substantial way, it creates a problem for every one who ':;:-,:c', t o stu6y 

this people 's literature ; hence, the ereat problem d ,e : e sf'Hrcher 

en countered in his study is wha t to study? In what ·'v;;.:,.~ · ",'his is to 

mean, "What is Oromo literature itse lf? Where doeo; , :;C!,2. in? Did it 

develop and the phases it went t.hrough . What to cal' those pha ses? Ali 

th ese were problematic . The other even more difficult probleIT' is lack of 

t"esearch resou n:es on the specific area. Time :u.d m oney a re ",:,,:0 
cons iderable limitations. Hence, the research could not cover all the 

Oromo Lite rature . 

1.7. Organization of the study 

Tile the(;is will. have fi ve parts. The firsl chapter is the introductory 

parL in which th e background of the study, the statement or the pCdblem , 

tJle objectives, methods of the stu dy e LC. will be stat.cd . 

. , 
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The second chapter is t he oral literature .. r Or-ual') in general. 

In thi s ch apter, the research classifies and describes Oromo oral 

lite ra ture . In this chapter, the writer a lso tries to show the re lationship 

be tween Oral literature and written literature. 

The third chapter deals with origin and development of Oromo 

written literature. That means the beginning and development of Oromo 

lite ra ture and its growth phases. In this chapter, the researcher also tries 

to show some problems that hindered the development of Oromo 

lite ra ture The fifth chapters will be conclus ion and the summ ary of the 

highligh ts of th e thesis. 

1 . '8 operational Definition 

1. . AL: African Literature 

2 . AWL: African Written Literature 

3. AOL: African Oral Literature 

4. EL: Ethiopian Literature 

5 . EWL: Ethiopian Written Literature 

6. EOL: Ethiopian Oral Litera ture 

7. OL :Oromo Literature 

8. OWL: Oromo Written Literature 

9. OO L: Oromo Oral Litera ture 

1.9 Source of data 

In conducting this research the informa 60n or data a re collected 

from the religious centers and libraries . This is supported by interview 

adminis tered to different people to enrich the research. Sources of data 

are books, magazines, newspapers, m edia institutior.,,, (0:<:"'-,', ET Rudie , 

Radio Fa na) will a lso explored. 

1.10 Data gathering instnlment a~Hi I,.Iethodolru~y 

This research is descriptive ill its type. In data gatheri:1;? in terview is 

employed as instrument and again observa6or. f)f the religious p laces is 

4 



carried out to contextualize the study, The interview will be held with twu 

people, who, the researcher believes, know better about the origin and 

development of Oromo literature , Observat.ion main:,I h e lped the 

researcher for validity as it helped him to get empirical dat"" 

5 



Chapter two 

Oromo Oral Literature 

The ongm of any WTitten literature . no matter how much it is 

developed, is its oral literature. Ever since the first hurr. nil l'Caguage wa~ 

invented before forty to fifty thousands years, it W 8 2 ~<' ;': lg Llsed by 

human beings for communication. The history of WTi.;:;; r. i.:L2,·ature c n l~ 

date" back to three thousand years to Mesopotar,n.cu"1 c,'v':!ization wh e, (', 

it is said, first writing originated. When compared to ",Titter: 1iterature in 

age, oral literature exceeds it by six times. In addition to this, among the 

threc thousand years old WTitten language of the world , only ? ~e',v 

hundreds or so languages have a very sophisticated written language 

form. 

This is very true in Africa where WTiting m general is new 

phenomena having just a hundred years of age. Again this is also very 

true for the Oromo people who started writing relatively later than other 

nations. 

Writing is a new phenomenon in Oromo culture because writing 

usually emerges from a politically well stru ctured socie.y . li, i.::lnizati, .. r i ~ 

also considered as a favorable condition for the emergen'.~ ,,·.I;d 

development of writing. 

However , the Oromos are predominantly pastoraliiOts even though they 

had a we ll organ ized socio-political system called "Gada" which but 

eventful ly gave way for regional power just after tbe 16Lh century. F', ~ , . ~hi s 

reason. writi ng was not practiced in Oromia in a way it had to be. 

However , the Oromo people developed a bulk of oral literature over 

centuries which cou ld be a fertile ground for Oromo written literature. So 

it is very important to have a glance at it to understand tl.e development 

of Oromo li tera ture. 

6 



From the structurai point of view, it is possible :, . . ' :'.id e Orcmo 

oral literature into three: Oromo folktak.", Oromo ora.l poe:xy and Oromo 

epigrams as presented below though, in brief. 

2.1. Oromo Folktales . 

The term folktale has been considered as a genre of oral litcr "'.t llre 

referring to a kind of traditional prose narrative. All folk tales seem to 

come from different parts of the world. However, it is clear that folktales 

take the color and the form of the area from where they originated. 

Folktales, like all pieces of oral literature, are transmitted orally 

through memory. They are heard , retained and transmitted. They may 

pass all. with or with out additions or changes. 

Among the stylistic qualities found in most folktales, th e plot 

moves in a straigh t chronological line with no sub plot:· (;I-.,, ·!ging O!··ier. 

repetition or parallel structure of events to create 3 ' " ,; ,c.11se on ~he 

li stener and often the weakest among the characterf. :" l i.1Eo ~I>" 'ered ,.~ t t­

the strongest. Vladimir Prop (196~:22:25) 

Again functionally Oromo folk tales can be diViderj In to three 

major categories. These are myths, legends a nd fables . 

2. 1. 1 Myth 

According to Harry Show, myth is : 

"A kgendary or traditional story, usually one conu ,rmng a super 

human being alla dealing with events that have no natureti explanation 

and proved belief that is accepted uncritically . .. an invented idea or 

story" Harry Show (1972 :249). 

This is to mean that it I S a story that .Je:<tlt with i:':'lper 

human power. It usually tries to expl:-;i ') natural pheno:-.: (" ,a P.'3 well a,; 

social customs through an unscientific way. 

7 
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Oromo myths are of two types: aetiological myth and the 

other which deals with social customs. 

Aetiological myths: - They are set in the most unknow!1 

periods and u sually introduced by "once upon a time" or In the olden 

days "or as we heard from our fathers " Claude Sumner( 1996: 105) stated 

that "A presented reality is given as the basis of the narrator's excursion 

into the past" in such a way natural phenomena are rationalized. 

However some scholars (for instance Finner.:8~. 1996:34) 

believe that all myths may not necessarily deal with origlr~ I)~ :;ome thing. 

But Oromo myths can be according to the definition t,,,c;;:>l !s<:; there art: 

many folktales that deal with the origin of death, the "rigor. of the world, 

the origin of man, the origin of mountain and river, and so on. 

In Oromo myth, there are also tales that deal with social 

customs .They tries to explain why social realitie:·) (customs) are lik::: they 

are today. For example: the origin of Gada system. 

Functionally and stnlcturally both aetiological tales al.ci 

tales that deal with the origin of social customs are similar. However, 

aetiological tales all the time deal with the distant past wh -::: re as tales of 

the origin of social customs still try to explain the social customs of 

recent oribrin . For example: why the dog barks at a car. 

2.1.2. Legends 

George Baswell (1962:99) defines legends [,,', " C" . :i,ribol,ily were 

miracle stories of saints' lives designated for instr.'l:tion artd re,'L! t,:. 

religious sCl'vices or meals, but now they may be ,0.1 ' j' :,Lv; h~ G pl·esumu.~ .ly 

based on fact in which traditional elements abou~ peopk=", places or 

incidents have become inextricably mixed. A legend is told to be the 

truth" 

Legends are usually to glorify the great deeds of great people. 

In some cases, they are similar to myths because both of them are 

8 



un scientific. Legends in Oromo begin like myths with "!ong a~o " or "once 

upon a time" As we heard from our ancestor s". However legends are 

about great deeds of great people in the past wh.ereas myths are m .. :n ly 

con cern ed with the origin of something. In addition , legends are a 

combination of fact and fiction particularly in Oromo oral literature. 

Sumner stated that "The narrator on the one hand has a rigid faith in the 

facts of his account, and on the other hand, uses his liberties as a 

creative genius" (Claude Sumner 1996: 103) 

Oromo legends are functionally divided into two: Those that 

deal V\<ith h.istorical phenomena and those that deal with the deeds of 

great people. 

Hi storical legends are time bounded. They rir i,~ ".lith specific 

histoncal phenomena. They may tell us what OCCl, ; ,tu ".Li; ·ing "flbb" 

Gada" I of som e one as to Oromo time calendar. 

The other legend is myth ic legend m th., "trict sense 

which deals with great deeds of extraordinary people. It is tim e bounded 

la rger deals with abstract ideas. But it deals with a great figure ,':"ieh 

belongs to remote epic age when men were living in a different condition 

unli ke men of today. The supernatural power is more common than in 

the h istorical legend because the n arrator b rin gs forward motifs and 

atti ludes in his glorificat.ion or degenera tion of a chosen society In a 

chosen place and time (ibid: 104). A good example is Homer's the Iliad 

a nd Anglo-Saxon Beowulf. 

These types of legends are common in Oro'"!:''' ')!"al literature 

but few of them were collected 

I .The Oromo was record ing time by their own calendar. Tilis calendar consist~ '31) days 

a nd 365 days in a year and 8 years of a dmin is trative period. 
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These two statements seem contradic tory because the former says 

that oral poetry is non-literate society's poetry, whereas the se;conct states 

that it occurred in the literate society too. Finnegan adds that "It is found 

all over the world, past and present, from the meditative p e, ::: .. ··" .al poetry of 

modern Eskimo or Maori poets to mejiaeval Europea;1 ::;n d Chine:;c 

ballads or orally composed Greek epics. U (ibid 1997:2). 

F'rom the a bove definition, it is possible to U ' -'l~ t>rstw ',d that ora l 

poetry occurred everywhere in the world and even happens now 

everywhere in the world . However the degree of occurrence may vary 

because of literacy in the society. This is to me,~ that oral poet·.~-~'- was 

the sole m eans of poetic expression for non-literate societies . Thus, it is 

easy to find so many varieties oral poetry in non -literate societies than 1E 

liter-ate society. Even though less frequent, it is possible to find ora l 

poetic expression in literate society too. 

As mentioned before, the Oromos are predominantly a non-literate 

society. Not only this, but it is also possible to say tha t it has not 

developed the culture of writing. it is rich not only in folktales but also in 

oral poctry. Th e Oromo has got a short epic and ballad (;)c'_ 

Orom o ora l poetry is a relatively ,nore studied E! ~; :C'<; g~:,re than 

oth er gen res form of Oromo oral literature. Its publi"'.' ; ·,l; ~()es ba(:!( " .; 

far as 1839 by Edme- Francois Jomard ,who w:o..t' cr. !" ;>f'ci';dent of the 

society de geographic of France in his article "Notice suks Oromo' de 

Limmou": He collected and Printed three love and three war songs_ 

Four years later, Karl Tutschek collected about 208 Orol ,' !, .. ral 

poems from Mhabuba (an Oromo slave girl married to the German prince 

Macimillan), However, this collection was not published until 1880 

becau se Karl Tuschek died before finishing his work and left the duty for 

hi" lJroLh<::l. Hi ", brother also d ied before getting it published and finally 

th ~ other researcher got it and published it in 1880s, 

From then on wards in 1894 Onsimos with his co--author Aster 

Genna publi shed Oromo spelling book, which contains Oromo oral poetry 

1 I 
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and (o lktales . In 1922, Enrico Ceru lli published the folk-literature of the 

Oromo* of South ern Abyssinia." This book contains man', :;'T;; ! poems In 

th eir own contexts which make it very irr.portant. 

However, except for collecting and publishing O':"')I.,r. c'ml poe~ry 

literary studies were not made until 1960s attempts p .r~ • .i t" by graduating 

students of Addis Ababa University. From 1960 to 1997, more than :50 

senior essays were written on Oromo oral poetry at Addis Ababa 

University by under graduate students. 

Very valuable literary studies were made by Professor Claude 

Sumner on Oromo oral poetry in 1996 and 1997. He publish ed two 

books on this topic. The greatest contribution he made was probably th e 

classifi cation of Oromo oral poetry scientifically and the liL:rary analysis 

he made on th e basis of that classifica tion . 

AcldisLi (1990) and Asafa (2002) also studied Oromo oral poetJY but 

they took only one-poetic genre "Geerarsa", Oromo war poetry and 

studied it from the socia-historical point of view. 

Recen tly in 2004, Roger published his book- "01"0'(0(' ord poetry 

[rom within". This book focuses more on content ana~ ' ··~· ; · , ,-.: \Jromo ~r2. 1 

poe try, hence, more on interpretation than on desu:i.: IJ ::>':' 

From Ii terature point of view and Claude ~'l.imner (1 996) it IS 

possible to divided Oromo oral poetry in ~ eight. This a re 

2.2.1 Love Poetry 

Structurally Oromo love poetry IS purely rrwtrical with 'ill 

introductory line which usua lly serves for sound paTallelism as well as 

rhythmic function . Oromo focuses more on beauty of form of poetry 

especially in love poetry than its meaning. It may be because of this that 

we find frequent word and sound parallelism which may not cohere with 

other lin es in the poetry. [n Oromo love poet.ry , the firs t lines serve as 

introduc tory a n d only h ave an aesth etic function, thoug!-> !. ~ is frequen t ly 

expressed by analogy in most of Oromp ~)ral love poetry. 

The star shows the word Gala which cannot represent the Oro"', ,. 
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2.2.2. War or hunting poetry 

He roic poetry is an Oromo lyric poetry u su a lly sung to glorify the 

h ero. In most cases, it is a hunting song but it could be a war song too 

s ince it is a bout a particular h ero of great deed. It consists of life 

experience stories about the social positions of indivi.duals and their 

achieveme nt (Addisu 1990:1) . 

Sometimes it begins with introductory verse whid. fo-:-r:: \s a kir: d or 

pa ra lleli sm of sound or images with the following verse '-' f ' h e son g. In 

compa rison with love poetry it u ses sound parallelisn: less and analogy' 

more. This is may be because in the first case what mattei'S is aesth et.lc 

but in the case of the second the focus is on theme. It a ls0 has a detaile 

beauty physical structural form with Parallelism, imperative, 

interrogative, explanatory, vocative, form by describing events and 

expenence. 

2.2.3. Historical oral poetry 

This genre deals with historica l subjects and the concrete life 

s it uation or events celebrated in the society, It IS a short lyrical··epic 

poetJ-y used to narrate nationa l conflict as well as Oromo-and other 

n ations ' long war. In some cases, it also shows local c O;: ~E1ation. It is 

predominantly an expression of oppres~~ion by the rulinr; 6 as1: that the 

oppressed Oromo used . 

However , some also deal not with past eve;'i: .~ L:.c: ;:" )ntemporary 

even ts that may ha ve historical significa nce like wars or political 

mane uvers. (Sumner 1(96). 

St.ru cturally, this poetry does not h ave an inlroduc lory l:'~·'. alld 

verse rather it gets in to t h e message directly. However, it uses analogy ill 

the same way with heroic poetry a nd it s narrative dimension is narrow, 
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2.2.4 Pastoral songs 

Cattle-raising is a major economIc activity of Oromo, and or·d 

poems a re reflections of real life (Finnegan 1997). Thus oral poetry of 

Oromos is a real life reflection and representative of its economic and 

social activities. 

Oromo pastoral songs are relatively shorter than other Oromo oral 

poetry. Its le ngth is usually two to eight lines. Sometimes, it is 

rhythmi cal .Sometimes, it is free verse. 

As to Claude Sumner (1996) most of them do not describe or 

characterize the animals themselves but deal with the st..:.~, :c: and tl':o; 

s uccess of the good cattleman. 

Pastoral songs usually do not use analogy or ,,l..."1 ir" .m ductory 

sound parallelism. They describe everyd ay life. For example, the oral 

poetry below is a pastoral song. 

Boonsitu loowwanii 

Loonin maa boonanii 

Gariin gungumee hafaa 

Jabilee fonanii 

Cattle make one pride 

Why one is not pride of cattle? 

Some remain murmuring 

When the calves separated 

2.2.5 Festive and religious songs 

Religion a nd society are highly intermingled to thl:" t,:~.:,-,:.l that it is 

a ll most impossi ble to study Africa without it.s re ligior , I<diglcn governs 

the whole life of the society hence most African languages do not have d 

word religion because everything is religion [or them. 

The san1e is true for Oromo. The Oromo are very religious an~ do 

not begin a day without prayer. The common prayer is a common oral 

poem (sung in most case in Borana) 
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Oromoon nagaa Is Oromo in peace 

nagaa yes In peace 

Ala manni nagaa is outside and inside in peace? 

nagaa yes, In peace 

wati maatin nagaa are cattle and men in peace? 

nagaa yes In peace 

This song IS sung every day every morning before washing hands. 

There is also some oral poetry for "waaqaa" but since it is not a major 

issue I left it out only describing it. 

As to Sumner (1996), Oromo festival songs are !lc r :~i:'Terent from 

religious songs. This is because all fes t i, .. als are accordin[" ~ " th ,:, religiun 

or at least have some kinds of religious elements i;: f l .(,u; . Thus the 

knowledge of the one helps to understand the other tJc:ttc'. 

Structurally they are somehow different from other OOP because 

they do not have introductory verses as most of the other do. The other 

is , its verses are repeated so many times . Especially the first V(;r5'~$ in 

most cases almost repeated after whole verses arld they are very long 

three to fifty lines I have ever seen . 

. 2 .2.6 Satirical Poetry 

The Oromo uses this lyric poetry filled with irony and sarcasm to 

expose and discredited works of folly matters. As to Sumner (1<)96) it is 

an Oromo literary type in itself ,"lith its own content concrete situation in 

life and form . 

Flushness IS the most frequent object of laugh~f" ·· ·r ",mile ['.nd 

again to some extent woman children and weal( men ' JU . 

Most of them are moralistic .The Oromos ir,spire their morai; r,ti ,~ 

vulues in if.. 

Like many Oromo's or they begin with 8D introd uctory verse and 

exhibit the structural nature of, declarative or vocative structural iorf11s. 
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2.2.7 Economic poetry: 

This is a song sung at home during evenings afte"o.-l, for prais-: 

or in the work fields to encourage the workers. iAor-t cJch e tinu:! , lL 

IS concerned with promoting friendship and discouragI:l g 

selfishness and enmity it is poetry that deals with iife experience 

and en courages workers. 

Structurally, like most Oromo oral poetry it also ch aracterized by 

introductory verse and is typical by its focus on exclamatory al~.d 

sentence parallelisms. 

2.2.8 Situational Poetry 

This poe try is conditional in the sense that it serves as immediate 

response for an incident. The response could be n egative as well as 

positive, which m eans to praise as well as to condemn 'Ti:; :.,0;, it is n~on~ 

moralistic . 

Structurally, it does not have correct form. But a ll thE L'.lT". i.t begins win,. : 

th e a ddressee and imperative. It is locally known st';: :\;yr~sc: in Hararge. 

This oral poetry is Myrisa for example 

Dalaganii argatan malee beela irra hin bahan 

Jaartin nama jala hin teeysu yoo harkaa waa dhabanii 

Kabajni qananiisaa yoomaa kuno dalaganii. 

Unless by working hard famine n ever goes out 

A wife never lives with you when you become poor 

Respect and prosperity is when one work hard . 

2.3. Oromo epigrams 

Coleridge says that the epigram 1S " a dwarfish ".'hole, its body 

brevity and wit its soul". His emphasj<: is on the lengl!:. : ; ehe texc ;".I,d 

the power of its m essage as well as the way it is said. JI :>~1J' Show (1972) 

add on this saying epigram is "a witty, ingenious an,.) ')o:nteG saying that 

is expressed tersely". 
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In general, Sumner (1996) says, the epigram is c: . .,':ort, polished 

poem ending with some graceful, ingenious, pointe,~, weigh1:Y, witt'j , 0, 

satirical turn of thought. 

On the basis of the above definition, it is possilJle to classify Oromo 

epigrams into three: proverb, riddle and puzzle. And let me say few 

things about them. 

2.3.1. Proverbs 

The attempt to define a proverb is too difficult to undertake and 

combine in a single definition all the essential elements and give each the 

proper emphasis . However Sumner (1996) says, "an incommunicable 

quality tells us these sentences is proverbial, and that one is not". 

However some scholars tried to define proverbs. Among t!,p~~ Aigirdas Julien 

Greirnas (1970) who defmed proverbs in terms of signifYing [:.'(' signified. Ee 

says: "Proverbs are connoled elemenls. The signified is nol silllarea 0" rhe level 0./ I: ... • 

signijicalion of glasses or of girls: The meaning of the pr!l;erb !.\ ,round amongsl 

comideralions on youth and old age. 

According to this definition, proverbs convey meanll1g 

computationally and all proverbs use implied meaning 

On the other hand, Dominique Zahan (1963) cited in Sumner 

(1996) says that the function of the proverb is to illustrate in absolutely 

certain way a "statement which is analogically applied to a fact that is 

different from the one expressed by the statement." 

According to Zahan, proverbs are an. expression a speaker or a 

writer ll ses to malee his statement absolutely true. However, this does 

seem to cover all aspects of proverbs. 

The last definition is given by Firmin Redegc, ,' . l;_~,degem( l 97 ~:: 

used three criteria to define and classify the species 'J " "'·.',;ti()ns. These 

criteria are rhythm, metaphor and norm. He erLpna,;;:',:, that ! !i ~;! 

proverbs, there are rhythm, image and norm, wben:,)s others like rrl<l';; r, ~ 

and saying have two or one only. 
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However a s to Cauvin and Sumner, th es e c rite ria a re not crite ria 

for classifying proverbs and other locutions but "strong poZes around 

which the different e lements of prove rb gravitate". 

2.3.1.1. Classification o/Oromo Proverbs 

To start from tenninology, Sumner (1996) says "In Oromo language 

there is but one word to cover "saying", "Proverbs" and" Maxims" [ 

Makrnaksa ]. However, this doesn't seem true. In Oromo the "Makmaksa" 

more or less covers all meaning of the English proverbs ", ,: l. ;y have got 

th e sepiential forms:- a duality hinted 111 Griema<-. denotation­

connotation suggested by Zahan and the three criteria u\ Rodegem. 

Oromo a lso have "Jechama" for 'saying but may not for maxim t:',e 

terminology. However we can find all proverbs, saying and maxim in the 

language. 

To define Oromo Proverbs, proverbs in general, are very difficult to 

classify. The reason is may be because of the difliculties of defini ', ~;:; 

proverbs collecting and analyzing the proverbs on the basis of that 

definition. Again we have similar proverbs for the same thil~g. 

However different scholars have made certain numb~r of research. 

Onesimus Nesib started collection and publication of Oromo proverbs. 

He collected 80 proverbs and published it with Aster Gena in 1894. Next 

to him Enrico Ceruli published 93 proverbs of introducticr; ~.:. his bOG.k in 

1817. Mario Borello and Angelo Mizzi published 1017 pr~JV"'rbl;; between 

19 21 - 1941. But Mario Borello proverbs are not only (;-, 0"" ,(' pl'Overb8 bu c 

a lso other nation and nationalities proverbs . But:::. 't;f 'i "<::markable work 

was done by Abduraham Mohammed Korran in his three articles Oromo 

Proverbs" He classified them in to six category 

1 . Good advice and comment, 

2 . Stoicism and Fatalism 

3. Folly 

4. Bad character and conduct 

5. Respect and self respect 
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6. Foresight and the lack of it. This classification based on the 

thematic classification of Oromo proverbs. 

J. Cauvin says that if one uses a thematic clas~i5.cation a nd 

wishes to make a comparative study, this solution is rel8.1:',; ely good. 

However s ince we do have many proverbs for a single th<: cIlC ."atti kuus : 

(1970) suggests alphabetical order and Mohammad's c'.,nec(lon is not in 

a lphabetical order. 

The other prominent scholar said to be "the father of Oromo oral 

literature is Claude Sumnere. He presented his work in two volumes. The 

first one is "Oromo Wisdom Literature volume I, a collection of proverbs 

collection a nd analysis and the second one is proverbs. Songs, folktales: ­

An Anthology of Oromo Literature. 

He classified Oromo proverbs In a lphabetical order first and 

thematically second in his first volume and only thematically in the case 

of the second one. Even though his thematic classification is based on 

sepiential philosophical approach, it could be categorized in the 

classification Mohamed made before. 

Now-a-days, we do have many coli"ctions of proverb:, ,,~,pe. ,iculy by 

c ultural and tourism bureau of Oromia and Wa sane '''-;' ',l;," '-ill Oro':110 

ora l literature researcher. However, only graduEcc s:l'·jtn ~s of Add!'! 

Ababa University and other universities and colleges made few scientific 

studies. Thus, a lot has to be done to study Oromo proverbs since it is 

th e basis of other oral literature and even written literature. 

2.3.2. Riddles 

Coddan (1980) in a dictionary of literary terms says that riddles 

are "an ancient and universal form of literature in its commonest from". 

However , it is debatable wheLher we could find l-idcllcs allover the wodd 

in a s imilar message and form . 
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Webster's New Twentieth Century Diction ary (1979) stated that 

riddle is problems or puzzles in the form of a question statement etc. So 

som e kind of ingenuity is required to solve it. 

Oromo riddles are short and consist of an ambiguous definition 

and an answer that dispels the ambiguity. Sometimes it a lso serves as a 

game. 

It does not h ave actual situation of occurrence . l ~ :::: ,".1 serve as 

introduction for story evening in Oromo or to chec:( ,;ornebody's 

knowledge. 

2.3.3. Puzzle 

Th e puzzle of the "enigma" is a statement of a case whose diffp.rent 

factors must be untangled. It is part of those innumerable persona l 

contributions, which entertain conversation in an evenmg or at the 

public house . The puzzle is there to provoke discussion or to keep it 

going. It is fictional and does not apply to a real case, but it is considered 

as describing a real situation. 

Sumner (1997) says contrary to the riddle, there is no typical 

answer to the puzzle. Discussions go on without end . There may be 

opposition between two solutions solving a partic'_') C" case. The 

upholders of each solution defend their own viewpoint, a: .li in gene; al 

t h ey part each one maintaining his position. 

In addition to that, riddle teases someone I)r, Low' t~ handle the 

p roble m but puzzles mal<e penetrate into the world of solution to 

practical problem (ibid). 
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Chapter Th;:-t;e 

Oromo Written Literaturt: 

3.1. Introduction 

Oromos, as I have said in the introduction, are an indigenou s 

people of the Horn of Africa. It is located in the south of Abyssinia ·",'hich 

has h ad a long tradition of writing in Ge'ez script and the Muslim 

Pastorali st: Afar in the~ North a nd Northeast Somali in the East and 

Southeast who have h ad fragmented purely Islamic religious li terature in 

Arabic script first and some secular literature by Latin script now. In the 

Southwest and West Oromo shares boundaries with many n ations and 

nationalities that were and s till are without much writing tradition . 

Of course, Asafa Jalata argues that Oromo people cannot be seen 

out of the cultural development of the Horn of Africa . . Hr; :'i~yS thai tfi fe 

Horn of Africa is a cultural hybrid of the two continent>;· ,~;. :ea ::md Asia . 
. . ' 

Thus, even though the degree of influence varies, n'~d'. V.'o.:; a poliliC:.1 

cu ltural religious in fluen ce on both s ides of the R<:. ~~ J'Cd . 

Again when we come to the region we find t~le Slucr:;e thing. No 

society in the horn stands by itself, but takes out mutual part in the 

influence . 

In the east and southeast as well as in th e North in Wollo an(l 

l:Caya m Oromia, Muslim influence is high and a lmost a ll people were 

conve rted to Islam in these areas in the 18th century and before. The 

others, the west and the central Oromo, were converted to Christianity 

because of the cultural contact they had with the Christian Amhara and 

Tigre 

Thi s cultural contact with religious expan sIOn brou?ht literacy to 

the area. This literacy again resulted in literary produc'.;.v\ I ';ven lhoui : 

it was more of religious literature . 
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3.2. Oromo written literature before 19th 

century and Arabic literature in Oromia 

It seems that the Oromo h ave had a long cultural as well as 

religious contact with the Arab world and Muslim people in the south 

probably with the Somali than other n ation s. This contact might have 

brought Islamic literature and Islamic religion itself to the area. 

The Oromo probably made cultural and religious contact with the 

Is la mic world in the second h a lf of 13111 century. This was through 

Is lamization processes first made in Bali the present province of Bale th e 

place where it is said that the Oromo's were living before chtc;C1h centJ;,~,. 

According to Trimingham (1965), the Islamizaii,n was fir :;t 

introduced to the region by sufists. This sufi schohus tried to spread 

Islam by persuasion rather than by coercion and [his helped them :0 

establish seats of higher Islamic learning 

"the basis of Sufism is the belief that the believer who desires to aUain 

communion with God needs the guidance of one who is experienced in th::! 

"Path"'there to, one who has been blessed by God on baraka and who can. 

act as an intermediary between the disciple and God" Trimingham 

(1965:233) 

It is strongly believed that Said Nur Hussien (Shick Hussien) who 

lived in 13 th century, was thf! popular sufi that preac1-, ~,; ,,,lam to I'he 

region even though Islamazation begar. before him by h; ". father ruld 

other Arabs living there .Concerning the date the S; li<::~ lived, some 

scholars like Smith Donald (1896) said that Shiek H ~,3:e " r:: ,me tu Bale 

in the 17"h century from Baghdad with his father Muhammed to spread 

Islam among the Bale's Oromo. On the other hand, Chirulli (1922) said 
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that Sheikh Hussein was a relative of Bale Sultanate alld Ii,,::; '; in the 19th 

Century. 

However , oral tradition and newly discovered Arabic book as,, ~ n;.:,;d 

to be wriLlen by Sheik's grand son shows that the Sheik lived in the 13th 

century. 

Thus it seems more logical to say that the sheikh lived in 13c. 

Concerning his personal life Eshetu (1973) says that Hussein's 

educational background was not different from other Moslem children of 

his time. He went to the village Madrasa where he learned how to read 

and write Arabic. 

Eshetu further said about expansion of education S;:c.ikh Hw,scir: 

thought that "unless people meet the learned and the wis"., '.hey could nct 

obtain wisdom and knowledge". 

Most probably it was because of this that Shelkh Hussein was a~)le 

to gather many students around him. It is said that at one: time h e had 

6,666 students. He taught them Quran and Hadith . 

This shows that there was highly developed educational system 

and Islamic learning center like Dirree Anajina where the sheikh him f" '~ ~~ , 

established his Quranic school. 

Therefore it is possible to say this Islamic education helped the 

area of the people to develop literary tradition. Concerning thi s Chabal 

1996 says tJlat " Origin of literature, i.e. the process by which writing with 

in (l particular geographical area comes to be regarded as th.e lite rature of 

that area." 

As to this definition if there is wr..ling there is lite r·:lL)~e. Therefore 

as we h ave seen above Sheikh Hussein and probf.l ::iy .:.is futher firM 

preached Islam in the area and established lsi?.:",;.:; ", .~llc)01 (Madarisa) 

t:herefore literacy began here and produced jiteratur,"' 

Since I am dealing with Oromo literature the logical question may 

a rise, did Sheikh Hussein and his father prec;ch Islam to the '~' ; (Jmo? 
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Was Bali Oromo land? These questions lead us to wh ere the OroDos 

were during this time. 

The answer is yes, He did teach Islam to Bali which was an Oromo. 

Let me start with very obvious evidence proving that the Oromo come 

from Madda Walabu (Haro Walabu) [mineral water of Walabu]. Mad~ 

Walabu is in Bale and thus the Oromo were there at that time. On the 

other hand, many recent evidences; Nagaso (1984), Mohamad (1994) and 

(2004) show that the Oromo were in the central and Southeastern part of 

Ethiopia before 16th century. 

Nagaso (1984) claims that the Oromo were one of the people 

commonly assumed as the Sidanla or Muslim states Of 11 ',-" Middle Ages. ( 

today in some parts of Oromia, the name also denot.:': i\mhara). I-Ie 

explains that except describing this states religiow:::y 110 ::me tried t:J 

state them in terms of ethnicity or in language. Thu; 1,,; 'o :"':ri this Muslim 

state might have been Oromo because the Oromo has a long cultural 

contact with the Arab world . 

The other evidence is the name of a person we found in ~.r..~ 13th 

century and 14th century in Arabic writing as well as Ethiopian Geez 

writing These names were Dromo name and if the Oromo were nm 

around there or even around the king how can Amad Tsion say "even if 

others are afraid, how can Tullu be afraid? 

Maps of the 15th century refer to localities like Masara(palace), 

Teso (address or name of a person), Gora(raspberry, plant or fruit), 

Ganamo (name of a person in this case), Adadi Mariyam (the whites 

Mary) located in Showa and Wallo has got meanings iT' OnJ' ;;o. 

From all this it. would be easy to deduce th"' L ·:: ron,<.> were m 

Shawa, Ars i and Bale before the 16th century. To Go:~ La ~:-.is, the wr._',"-, 

"Bali " refcrs to feather which the Oromo carry 01,. , \".(::;[ ;-.eac during G""da 

ceremony. Thus it may refer to people who wear feclther 0"1 their head. 

Again Abba Bahire said "The Dromo come crossing their countries river 

Galana" .This statement shows that Galana River (Probably Gan.) !.,,) is in 
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the country of Oromo. The other rivers like Wa be(stingless bee or major 

in this case) and Awash also have meaning in Oromo. 

To sum up it is possible to say the Muslim state u,' 3:::~: :=d Sh:::rk:;o, 

we found in history books were ethnically Oromo or &. :.: E1bination of 

Oromo and other nations . 

Is lam reached these areas before 13th century according to Trimingham 

] 965:60 "the period between the tenth and twelfth centuries when the 

Abyssinian kingdom was weak and confined and continually at war with the 

Agao was the first period of systematic expansion of Islam in tn northeast Africn." 

This matches with the time when Sheikh Nur Hussein and his 

father came to the area. However, some Arabic documents show th a t 

there were Islamic seeds even before the lOth century. 

To begin with my main topic it seems that the first literary 

development begins at this time. 

As I have said above if there is literacy there is ljcrx" ~;j re. Her,·;e !L 

I S possIble to say Oromo literature began with Arabic : i'_~,·.: ture in E2 1 ~ 

with the introduction of Islam. 

Regarding this Azais and Chambard cited II' Termingha m (1 (~.i5: 

207) stated 

Islam is deeply implanted in this fertile plain (East and south) and 

its teaching is widely spread, because whilst in many of the Abyssinian 

Katama there are no schools but here the smallest Mus lim village ha[; ;~ . .'; 

own school with its Kabir together the children in the mosque and teach 

them to read the Quran. )v~ 

In such a way the establishment of Islamic sch')ol or Quranic 1 

School opened way for the development of Muslim reli6>10US litera ture in 

I'he a rea , 

Most of the early religious literatures were ' . .") :: ,,.;n ll1 fI.rabic 

language for different reasons, First, t~,·;se early reiigioui' ltkra~ures we,-", 

Arabic and came from Arab countries especial!:> ;"''',11 Yemen ;,,' 
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the country of Oromo. The other rivers like Wabe(stingless bee or major 

in this case) and Awash also have meaning in Oromo. 

To sum up it is possible to say the Muslim state <:i" 3:::~; :U1d Sh:::.ri{;o. 
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fa ther came to the area. However, some Arabic documents show that 
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As I have said above if there is literacy there is lit(Xc\ ~;j:re . Her,·;e !L 

IS possIble to say Oromo literature began with Arabic :, i'.~ :·.: ture in Ba l ~ 

with the introduction of Islam. 

Regarding this Azais and Chambard c ited m Termingha m (F.' .'5: 

207) stated 

Islam is deeply implanted in this fertile pla.in (East and south) and 

its teaching is widely spread, because whilst in many of the Abyssinian 

Katama there are no schools but here the smallest Mus lim village hcu, i: . ., 

own school with its Kabir togetrler the children in the mosque and teach 

them to read the Quran. )v..r; 
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l'h e a rea. 

Mos t of the early religious literatures were '. ' 
·'Y l ." '-t:'n U1 fI.,rabic 

language for different reasons. First, t~1,;se early reiigiou,; 1 ~kr8~ures "'(:;1'(:' 
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educational purpose. So, they were using this relie;:8u.> i,-·c: l.c,ial as lexts 

for their students. Because of the absence of printing material made 

those to copy the original text that came from Yemen and other Arab 

countries. 

The other reason for the u se of Arabic for written language is that 

Arabic was considered as a holy language. The founders of the religion 

themse lves were from Arab countries and when the brought the religion 

they imposed their language too with the belief that 'Alah' (God) only 

lis Lens when asked in Arabic and again Arabic is the only standard 

Quranic language. This is not only true for Arabic but true for other 

religious languages like Latin and Ge'ez. Both now extinct have given rise 

to other languages leaving their religious literature to th,~ c:i1 U i'ch . 

However, Arabic is different in some ways even :J~ ; .. _(gb there I S 

" opposition [rom the mosque. There is Islamic lit >;; d~U:-C in O:' ~IIT',-

language using Arabic alphabet from the early daYG uf !sluIll . 

The first Arabic literature found in Oromia was probp..!J!y "Rabbi AI- I 

Oulub fidhikr managib wafada al sayid sheikh Nur Hussayn". This book 

is said to be writtcn by Ali Umar a local 'Oromo' who lived in tl1e 14th 
J 

century. Thus this book is the first written literature in the 14th century 

and it was edited and published by Haji Yusuf Abdi-al Rahman in Cairo 

In 1967. 

This book is a biographical book based on the life and career of 

She ikh Nur Hussein. The writer says that "the Sheikh's grandson 

ordered m e to write the book and I wrote it". 

In the book we find many Oromo words especially place names and 

again it a lso shows the interaction and activities c'' th e MU1!!i~l 

"missionaries" of that area with the local people. From ;i . ~ ; ' .-,ry viewpoir.t 

the book is probably the first written materia l fOLlnd ir, \.)t:umia by ttll; 

Oromo but not in Oromo language. 

The theme of the book seems "righteousness" or to have strong 

be lief in "Ala h a" . It deals with wha t the sheikh d id in his lifetime, how h e 
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was teaching, what he was teaching and so on. Thus the book was more 

legendary i. e. d eals more with the supernatural power. 

The second literary work (chronologica lly) found in Arabic script in 

Oromia by an Oromo is "Bafadil". Its author's name is Abdella bin Abdul 

Rahma n Bafadil Al Hadarman and the book is named after him. It is 

said , (my informant told me) that the book was first written in Yemen 

a nd brought to Ar si by a certain Muslim who went to Mecca for Pilgrim. 

Then the book was given to Sheikh Mohammed Ali whr;, c;uJ.: ;<,.d the whole' 

book by hand for teaching purpose in bis "Madarasa" (?c)-;ool). When h e 

copied it he was also giving more clarification to inc'; :; ..or.iz'o ~nd maJ-:e , ~ 

clear to his students. This book was copied by the aut!-,;:,r in 1756AG C. 

It is not published yet and found in some mosques in Ar>~i as well as in 

the hands of some individuals. 

The other Arabic literary giant of the area was Sheikh Moh' .;T"n<:d 

Jamal AI-din Al-Anni in his Islamic name and Roobsaa Baaboo Baroodaa 

h is b irth name and he was an Oromo of Rayya. 

He attended Quranic School from his early teenage and studied 

under different Sheikhs. My informant told me that h e went to Yemen for 

further study and after he finished his study there he returned to teach 

in Quranic School. It was at this time that he started to write. He wrote 

more than fifty books out of which, I found only ten. I haven't seen any of 

his books published but the manuscript as he wrote .tt ;i rst. The ilr::::i. 

book I found is , "Kifaayat AI-Tali bin" thi s book is on J~jr;f;:-;-'ldence. Tr.." 

o ther books are AI··Najim a l Munir, a l-Khulasat A!-I',:;;gh-yat which is 

about soul puritication, Nuzhat AI-Asrar , lataif Al-[sharat, advice for (he 

Muslim, tayara Anfafu AI-Rasail which contains dilferent ic t.i:ers h e wr ote 

to his s tudents, Rawdat AI- Asrar-different kinds of poetry most of them 

a re religious and the last one is an article entitled , gilma AI-Nairn on 

Astronomy. 

As to my informant, h e wrote all his books between 1830s to 1870s I 
and d ied in 1882. Most of the books were written betwee!' . 1850sto 1870s 
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according to my infonnant because at this time Emperor Yohannis 

religious homogenization to convert the Muslim to Christianity and this 

Sheikh rebelled against him and declared "Jihad", a religious war on 

the Emperor. Thus this literary material might be !.I,iCc: 'olS religiou~ 

propaganda for the war. However I couldn't find any hi swnca! evidence 

on this account. 

Nevertheless Sheikh Mohammed Jamal's cc,1t r i',);;,;O{) was greater 

in literary development of Oromo. It seems that with the exception of Ali 

Vmar and Sheik Mohamed Ali the Oromo's began to express themselves 

using Arabic language than copying what others wrote before. Jr , such 

way he and others also contributed much to the great bulk of Arabic 

Ii terature, 

However, these books were not published, so did not reach the 

people in the way it was designed. Because Arabic was Quranic school 

language the sheikh and his "darasa" students speak in Oromia. 

Therefore the majorities of the Muslim population never speak or read 

Arabic .For this reason the influence of Sheikh Jamal was only 8J'ound 

the Mosque. Yet different Muslim Sheikh's quoted h ,:.r '~ ' : -.i. consiC!cT'l:.-l 

him as one of the great Muslim fathers of the area. 

Next to him probably who wrote under the fv --mer iniluencc Wd::; 

Sheikh Mohammed Ali, (known after his birth place Snekh Maham.lT.ec! 

,Jaju) ofAxsi Oromo. He wrote about three books in Arabic, H:is first book 

was Kashf AI-Gummah al asharh summah. It was written around the 

end of the 19th century. This book was a logic book and at the sarliC lime 

a commentary on logic. It is not published yet. 

His second book was AI-Sarim AI-Muhab believed to be written in 

the beginning of the 20th century and the book was a commentary of a 

famous Arabic grammar book. The third book he wrote in th e 19208 was 

a lso a critique of beating drums on different occasions, This book is also 

a critics of the original cultural elements deeply incorporated into Islamic 

religion, like for example 'wadaja" 
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In Oromo 'wadaja" is a common practice in which t!Jc Uromo pn:,yo: 

to God. But in Islam even though the religion strictly fo~bi6 ,· ~his practice 

it is a ve ry common ceremony even among Muslim (";1"(' ;-'10, sO when he 

says beating drum it also includes "Adira" beaten du:-ing "wadaja". 

In addition to the above works in Arabic, there a re also some 

purely literary works. Most of these literary workt:; are poems in pr:lisf': of 

the Prophet Mohammad. Some of these works were "Burdaa" n a med after 

th e a uthor Abu Abedella Mohammad Beside aI Busiyeri. It was written m 

Ara bic langua ge. The other one was "waraaqi Qasidat Al-batiryaa". The 

author was Mohammad bin Abu Bakar, "Tarahi Ibi Kalul Afkar by Jamal 

Adin Abdul Ka rim bin Adirgam was also poetry of such kinu. 

After a long period of Is lamic education and Arabic literacy, the 

idea of using Arabic alphabet for Oromo language was raised . This 

probably came forth in the 19th century. Perhaps v.' i ~;" a me des' 

suspicion, the first p erson to use this (l\ rabic) alphabet fQ!:, ();-OIT"j writing 

was Shiekh Ahmad Siraji. Most of his works a re "J\,~" r..':' .l!"11tla" IsL'!mir : 

religious poetry. He wrote four volumes of Munr.l,;uf·8. ;.:.nd all of th":'m 

were in Oromo language written in Arabic script in the19th c-entury. 

Then after Muslim Oromo teachers like sheikh Mohammad Asi 

haba a nd Shiekh Mohammad Aliy Ta'oo composed different mH~t;J:'ia ls 

using Arabic script in Oromo language. 

To conclude, the contribution of Arabic language as well as Islamic \ 

education to th e development of Oromo literature is beyond question. In 

a wide sense the contribution is in humanistic sprite, idea, cu lture and 

so on. In such a way, it may represent anything written about Oromo in 

any language. But) should confine myself only to the Oromo language 

just h aving Arabic the basis of Oromo written literature. 

Arabic was the ling ua fra nca of the a rca for so rr. ;H\Y /·;:w ·s an'.; ih ( 

Oromo used it long ago before they u sed their own (L,.a'l' ; ', lpba bet. The 

contribution of the Islamic education was also undell:·cl. o!e <1t;ce m8.:,y (;; 
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the writers in Oromo language in the early age especiaHy in the east CU e 

Muslim and from Muslim Quranic school. 

On the other hand, it may also hinder the Oromo hmguage literary 

development at least in its early stage since the majority of the Muslim 

community believe that Arabic is a Quranic language thus sacred 

language therefore using its alphabet for "pagan" language defies it. This 

debate is still continuing not to use Oromo for religi ~j_,, ;" urpose "ve~ 

after "Quran" is translated into Oromo language using L8.:.ir, alphabet. 

In general, Oromo written literature began ir, r\~;-.2'r. its liff:: ax-l 

this went on until first half of 19th century whe:-, 1.11(',-.-'" zJso bega::. to 

appear in Latin alphabet. 

3.3. Oromo written literature of the 19th 

century 

3.3.1 Jomard and the two Oromo ex-slaves 

After a long but slow literary development in Oromia, written mainly 

m Arabic and to some extent using the Arabic alphabet in Oromo 

language, a very remarkable written Oromo literature were began in 19th 

century. This was mainly as a result of the arrival of some Oromo slaves 

who · were brought by European travelers from slave ~~,kets of tbe 

Middle East and Africa to Europe. (Makuria 1994).AmoIli!, : r.e ex-slaves I 

will discuss only some who contributed much for th-:, 'i-:;-;clopment L'~ 

Oromo literature . 

The first of these s laves of whom written reco;t1s we;-.; found were, 

Ware and Gaba'o from Limmu district of Jimma west Oromia. They 

reached Paris in the 1930's and were befriended by the famous l'rcnch 

geographer Edme Francois Joma rd. Ware was born at Sabiehc in Lirnmu 

from a renovn-wd warrior, rich cattle man called Kill·ho. He was the 

eldest son of "kill-ho" and only ten years when he began to gain a 

reputation as a hunter. He was seized by slave merchan.ts on hunting, 

and taken away to a very far place \II,rith other slaves of both sexes. 
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As soon as he arrived at Khartoum, Ware was identified by an 

English man who was "struck by the ability of young Ethiopian" paid the 

money necessary to purchase his freedom and was t reater! him with 

paternal care. However, he soon left his patron, and,·,,, > given b '3 

French officer in Egypt. The officer kept him in that c':' J:~:' !'y for two 

years, and took him to France for his interest in the y( !U (~~ boy's mural 

and intellectual qualities and handed him over to Jomarad with the ta::i<. 

of having him educated (Pankhrust 1976). 

The other Oromo from Limmu was Gaba'o, who later became a best 

friend of Ware, was brought to France by the famous French traveler 

Arnauld d' Abbadie. He put the young man with Jomard because he' 

knows his interest in that part of Ethiopia 

But detail s of Gaba'o's life history are unknown because there is 

reasonable belief that he returned to his native land. From a diary of 

Antoin e brother of D'Abbadie's it is clear that the two brothers were in 

contact with certain Gaba'o. But whether the two Gab'os were in fact one 

and the sam e person is doubtful. 

Jomard is interest in the abilities l·f his students Web I<~ry high. 1ft 

commented on Ware, as "full of ability and intellif,t:n.:,-; '. The younl' 

Oromo, he recalled was a valuable informal1t, for h~ :.s.d" idt. his country 

at an age when h e had already acquired a very precise knowledge of 

places and many interesting facts" (ibid). 

It may be this belief that led him to say" Ot~e must expect fr"'-'J ~his 

race even greater progress than the very remarkable progress made by 

the black wolfs in West Africa." 

Ware and Gaba'o provided Jomard with a considerable amount of 

geographical, linguistic and other materials which enabled him to 

publish " Notice surles Oromo* de Limmou" in the "Bulletm de la society 

geographique" in 1839. In this article, h e explained the country's 

different valuable geographical information for it. was the first 

geographical information on this area. Ware also heri-'(;''; Jomal';~ i'" 
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collecting almost 1,000 Oromo words from his memor" "l' th his OWI'. 

interest. 

In 1939, with the h elp of the young Oromr> Ware and Gab&:o, 

Jomard was able to publish the text in Roman script m FrcI'.ch the first 

recorded pieces of Oromo and even African oral literature which 

consisted of three prayers as pronounced respectively by men, women 

and girls, and three songs oflove and three of war. (ibid). 

3.3.2. Karl Tutschek and the four Oroma ex-slaves 

Besides Jomard's Oromo oral literature probably the first attempt. 

to use Oromo written language in Latin a lphabet was ;-,-:,,:1., by tW(' ex­

slave Christian Oromo, Akkafedhe Dalle and Osho Aga (PCL'li~~mrst 1Yl6). 

Akkafedhe ,who was from Bochi in the Ambo are~- 0;' ;,:c:st Oromia" 

firs t began his study with Karl Tutschek with thr",.: ~;~laRi1 "'Se in 1938, 

He was brought to Europe by Prince Maximilian of Bavaria, who, was 

traveling in the Middle East. 

Oshu Aga was from Urgessa In the Sikt.;. a rea south of l,iwmu 

brought to Europe by a British orientalist Thomas Pall Pla te. While 

Akkafedhe was in Munich it was unknown where Oshu was. Then 

Akka fedhe heard the presence of an Oromo man from Oromo country 

in Europe with Thomas Pel! Plate, 

The occasion of acquaintance was accidental and V(;IY exciting for 

both of them. It happened as Ll-J.e manuscript of Akkafedhe "Hafuri kan 

Akafedhe Ii kan Amanati" probably written in 1840 says "1839 - 1840 my 

teach er met him one day walking in the street. My tt~'oiC;l,' ~ though!, h ;.; 

was a ll Oromo a nd so he spoke to l,im in Oroma 1<:,'-",: ' !:'.ge , "Do you 

speal{ Oromo language*? He said to him. On this thF, :-_:'./ ,,~ .;.nce In :'kp.,~ 

at him and said, "Are you an Oromo*?" He aI1S·.,'C.'e >:: ",';0, J aIl1 no(' :'11 

Oromo but I have an Oromo at home , They went on talkir!g but the boy 
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was in a hurry so he left him .Then my teacher m~t the boy as he was 

coming back from his lesson and talked to him. Then my teacher took 

me there, and I met the boy." (Cited in Punkhumt (1976) 

In such a way they met by accident they acquainted and Oshu Aga 

spent two months, October and November of 1940 in Munich witi: 

Akkafedhe and Tutschek . Akkafedhe said this time 'we meet, we 

s eparate we separate we meet" to show their constant visit of each oth er. 

This acquaintance leads Akkafedhe and Oshu to good friendship 

that resulted in correspond ence and consequently became the base is of 

Oromo literature. According to Punkhurst said (1976) "this was in all 

probability the first t ime that the language was used in '-i .o, :'"n form as o. 

medium of communication ." Their corre,;pondence begarl 01'. Occober 19, 

1840 by Oshu's letter when he informed Akafedhe ~l(W; h,-, had heer, 

taken away of his home country and terrorized Of h"i'Jg ::&:'en by Bulgu 

(i. e. Cannibals), and finally taken to Cairo and sold to a king and then 

brought to Eu rope. Akkafedhe replied to him on 21 s t October in a very 

good and encouraging way to him as follows. 

There were many Oromo who can do nothing but gneve at the 

s eparation from their fathers and mothers. But bear courageously the fact 

that you will not see your father and mother again. Who knows, God 

willing, when you grow up and can manage on your own your master will 

send you to your country. My brother, what would your mother say when 

you tell her "A man sold me into a country which J didn't know another 

person took and brought me up, and when J grew up he told me ta go and 

look for your mother and your father. Idem, Akkafedhe to (.>.'3 hu, OCTOber 

21, 1840. 

Aga did not reply in way Akkafedhe wanted. ':.·w() I'a)'s late! , h . 

simply said 'even though! liked Vienna 1 didn't lil.;:c t·/J u!",;cr. because t~,c 

people are bad" Akkafedhe hurt by this short message 1.:.01]n answered 

saying" Are you tired of writing?" and asked him to tell him about his 

country. 
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Aga understood that the former m essage was in a dequ a te and 

replied in forming hi s friend he is learning to ride a horse and about his 

fami ly and country. 

I have four sisters. One is married. The other three are at home. Did you 

ever go hunting? One day I went hunting secretly, and my fa ther beat me 

severely because 1 went away without telling him. . . Have you ever eaten 

buiTa/o meat? 1 have ealen buffalo meat many times. It is tasty Have you 

eaten elephants meat? Thai meal is no good. Have you eaterl !lee':' meat? 

In our country, Borana, boar is not eaten because it is /or!J.; .. d (.'n. It is 

normal to eat boars in this country 1 am now defiled becduse J em bears 

meat. in my country 1 killed a young wild antelope, alld its meat is velY 

tasty . In my country 1 have a good spear 1 and my brothers IIse..i to take a 

big dog with liS lind go out hunting together. When we killed boars we did 

not eat the meat . . In our country there is a mountain called Jabi coven",' 

with/orest which contains many boars. The boars o/lhal/ol'f's/ were much 

hunted (.Pankhurst 1976) 

In this way Akkafedhe and Oshu Aga wrote 13 letters during their 

relationship and most of their letters emphasis advising eaeh other. 

Espec ially Akkafedhe used to advise Aga to believe in Waqa (God). Again 

in his turn Aga advised a nd blessed him saying "If thf' A.~/ana of your 

fath er is kind to you h e will bring you back to YOUI ;at!~ ';r's COlillify. 

Then you will see your durbi (i.e. causing) you will Sf;'~ your fira (i .;; . 

friends) you will see your hiri'a (i.e. Age group). 

These letters are a landmark in Oromo literature for a cer cain 

reasun. They used Latin script which if:> the orthography of Oromo 

language now. Secondly, they were written out of experience and in form 

a bout th e condition of that time i. e. th e duty of Oromo youth of the 18 

century the brutali ty of slave trade, their perception u[ white as weE c,,", 

their religion, politics and future hope. Thirdly, they were written by 

Oromo in Oromo language. Here, of course we do h ave many written 
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materials written by Oromo in Arabic or even Jomard's Oromo oral 

litera ture but Arabic is not Oromo language . 

The young Oromo's contributions were not only these. They were 

assisting the young scholar Karl Tutschek in many ways and 

contributed very valuable material to Oromo litera ture. 

Tutschek first came to Munich to study Jurisprl'c:r:;: ,~t: and had 

taken up the post of a teacher of fcur African stude!lt~:. One was 

Akka fedh e and the others were Sudanese from Darfur, ;;m:o.'p bnd Denka 

to prince Maximilian of Germany who had a great i~lt.(;r ·~s L ~r. his African 

slaves. Tutschek later on said that his tutorship of The young Africans 

gave his life "a new and unique direction" and led him to find out the 

home land and previous conditions of these poor youngsters and i':.~ a 

result contributed something to the research about Africa a bout which 

little was known at that time. Concerning this (Punkhurest 1976)states 

" Novelty of the thing attracted him, and a scientific desire of learning 

something interesting in regard to the home and former circumstances of 

this strangers, and of thus, perhaps contributing something to a nearer 

knowledge of Africa, induced him to commence his work with courage". 

However, the duty was not easy for Tutschek when he began 

tutoring the ex-slaves on November 18, 1838. This was '...e ll ': . : said "p?itl:v 

in born and partly imposed suspicion of part of African:;,'" J i ,~ spent four 

difficult months being ridiculed and derided by the boys. 

But, this suspicion came to an end at the end vi Hl39 when one of 

the boys fell critically ill. When Tutschek solicitously cared lor and had a 

friendly talk with the patient, the unreasonable suspicion disappeared 

from the young African's mind. Then onward, Tutschek was able to win 

their confidence and affection . 

Karl Tutschek stated his inquire, as soon as he started his tutoring 

and finally when he overcame their suspicion, he began to get genuine 

information about the origin of these poor Africans. He realized the 

importance of limiting himself to one of the four languages spoken by his 

students. 
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her lover in 1840 when they departed and she was in Vienna. In addition 

to that she preserved many Oromo oral poems of those days. 

Meanwhile, Tutschek found the other Oromo ex-slave called Aman 

Gonda from Gomo in the present day Jimma zone, West Oromia. It was 

said that he was the youngest of all the Oromo boys then" in Germany. 

He was the son of "Abba Funyo", or lor.al functionary. }if; was the most 

educated one of all and had good family background whic;1 helped him H) 

know more about his country and his mother t(n;:;uc (;nrrectly than 

others. Because of this he may be admired by Karl Tutschek. With the 

permission of Duke Paul Wilhelm Tutscheck, he visited Aman two times 

a nd stayed a considerable time with him. at th :s time, he collecte',! from 

him many words for his dictionary and some oral literature too. 

With the assistance of these four ex-slaves, Tutschek embarked on 

his Oromo study subsequently producing Oromo literature. He presented 

his first paper about Oromo language; the simple sketch of Oromo 

grammar, an Oromo dictionary both of them were the first in Oromo 

language history and also a considerable number of Oromo oral 

literature:- prayers and songs to the royal academy of Munich and read 

a report to its philosophical section on January 2, .1 [3 .:<, (Punki'hus~ 

1976), 

The production of literary work of these four On:,;:--,,:; ~"'slaves 8..I:. j 

the German scholar could not go further. This \ 'V[L::' bev ;,u><e; Belile :ii~d 

one year and six months before Akkafedhe's de8.tl:, The late's death 

brought a great stack back to Karl Tutschek who was for most producing 

these liteJ'ary materials, Aman was believed that he got back !c his 

coun lry and little i::; known about Oshu Aga. 

In 1843 Tutschek completed the draft of Oromo-English-German 

d ictionary which was far larger and more comprehensive than the word 

list of either Krapf or Rochet d' Heri court. 

However, h e was not satisfied 'wi th his work and he was in need of 

furlher information and data. To get adequate information and reliable 
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her lover in 1840 when they departed and she was in Vienna. In addition 

to that she preserved many Oromo oral poems of those days. 

Meanwhile, Tutschek found the other Oromo ex-slave called Aman 

Gonda from Gomo in the present day Jimma zone, West Oromia. It was 

said that h e was the youngest of all the Oromo boys thel'e in Germany. 
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ed ucated on e of all and had good family background which helped him to 

know more about his country and his mother tong::;£:' (~i;rrectly tha:~ 

others . Because of this he may be adnlired by Karl Tt'.r;'::;';t'k. With th e 

permission of Duke Paul Wilhelm Tutscheck, he visi'~:~u AJ'Yld.il two tim~" , 

and stayed a considerable time with him. at this ti,Hlt, lie collected f'·'JIr. 

him ma ny words for his dictionary and some oral liter'ature: ioo. 

With the assistance of these four ex-slaves, Tutschek embarked on 

hi s Oromo study subsequently producing Oromo literature. He pr.;.;erited 

hi s first paper about Oromo language; the simple sketch of Oron1o 

grammar, an Oromo dictionary both of them were the first In Oromo 

language history and also a considerable number of Oromo ora l 

li terature :- prayers and songs to the royal academy of Munich and read 

a report to its philosophical section on January 2,1841. (Punkrhust 

1976). 

The production of literruy work of these four Oromo ",x-slaves and 

the German scholar could not go further. This was beca'. ' ~:: Belile d :,(,.j 

on e year a nd six months before Akkafedhe's death 'r:v late's deat}>, 

brought a great stack back to Karl Tutschek who wa!'. for most producing 

these literary materials. Aman was believed that he got back to ni:s 

country and little is known about Oshu Aga. 

In 1843 Tutschek completed the draft of Oromo-En glish-Gc!'man 

dictionary which was far larger and more comprehensive than the word 

list of either Krapf or Rochet d' Heri court. 

However, he was not satisfied witll his work and he was in need of 

furth e r information and data. To get adequate informaticm and reliable 
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da ta he planned to go to Cairo where h e thought could get an Oromo 

slave that would help him in his Oromo study. Thus he requested the 

prince for help. The prince so struck with the merit of the work agreed to 

the request, and promised to contribute money requir,-r' ~r.: a resid? <1cc 

of two years in Cairo. 

But the tragedy was the young scholar fell ill cr~ .jew.!y ".t. the end .:.: 

1843 at the age of only twenty-eight and died in h u; native town .)f 

Bayreuth in his parents' house . 

Thanks to Lorenz, Tutschek's work did not remam unveiled. He 

continued working on Oromo literary materials in the same i1l'::[11od 

though; he was a s tudent of m edicine not of linguistics. He requestp-Q 

Duke Acland to transfer to him the financial support he h ad earlier 

d elivered to hi s brother stating that the Oromo English part of the 

dictionary and much of the grammar had been completed but not 

enough to be published. He explained it in his own words as following . 

Necessarily, not only that, these }ruits of an industry not to be fa tigued and 

written witli genius and expertness, may not remain unw'l'ti So the 

scientific world had a claim up on the Dublication 0/ thest; SiJ . ", ;:resting 

and cO/1.l'iderable enrichments in the department 1)1' /ing1, ':": ;.o ~cience. 

Lorneze 1943 (Cited in Pankhurst 1976) 

Lorenz dedared the plan which was in his mind. 

«I. It. would be of extensive import.ance to bring to completion the spc;ond 

in complete part of the dictionary from the first fini shed part and to 

deduce the third (English-Oromo-German) in the sU.me manner fro", 

the fin;t. 

2. Not little could be contributed to the completion of the Oromo 

grammar out of the scattered essays and remarks. 

3 . Out of the treatises on religion, manners and custl'ms history and 

geogr apby etc. a very valuable sketch containing many sheets could 

be elaborated." . 

18 



However t hings were not easy for him. The most d ifficu lt pT ,:)iem 

he en countered wa s language problem. Thus h e wanted to give the work 

to some on e wh o can speak th e la nguage and found Mr . . Joseph Muller, 

pmfessor of orien tal languages but even thou gh the professor was willing 

to underta ke the work, h e h ad no time to do this entirely n ew s tudy. So 

he h ad to find someone else and said 

Should J ask Mr. Jomard librarian at Paris, who to my knowledge is the 

only one in Europe, who has been occupied with the study of the Oromo 

lanJ.tuage in a more extensive manner? I am from th (: ver:, oulse/ 

persuaded. that he would decline the proposed and even ;,:cC'.~:.- !.11,,; he 

would take on the charge of completing what is to be do"': :,.. tic "~ ~ ;romo 

language still he would by no means be able to do tI, e ;(Jo~t /:)1' tnr- other 

three languages and for the elaboration of the .cthnof,!'Dphical, 

geographical etc. materials of the corresponding countries. I therefore, 

the brother of the deceased and the only one, whom love and enthusiasr.~ 

for the subject and other favorable circumstances render in some degree 

.fit .fi,,· the perf ormance of the great task. Lorenzl843 cited in Pankhurst 

IY76. 

Finally h e decided to do the difficult work by himself and urged Sir 

Thom as for help stating the scientific importance of his brother'S 

m aterials for England as follows . 

That the whole great undertaking which has become the p" :n':T' ,: ohject 

of the life of my brother was in a close and indeed in the clos,,'-i · :·:.:'Jtian to 

England and its scientific as well as political interests t·"d is 1'/;:1 so a 

truth, which among other things has been proved hy ;ill:' aw ,'y in/e;'cst and 

active support which you, most honored sir. have be s!owed ;'f.J on the 

efforts II/ my Illte brother and according to what J lean from the Judgment 

0/ our litera/ure as well as from my own insight into the maller jilr that I;: 

obtain Ihe !.fllestion of Ihe ji'llit 0/ my brothers sludies. cited ill POlikhust 

IY76 

39 



Sir Thomas responded positively to the request and agreed to 

provide the necessary financial support. and thus er,9.!:.; I. ·~; Loren~ tc. 

proceed with the work. 

As he planned, he succeeded in printing F,~' ').,',:;;>,o-Englisp 

German dictionary at Munich in 1844. The dicticjc:.ry :,:;~ got two t;,~!1'! 

pages one in English, "Dictionary of the Oromo langl",,-ge and the other in 

German, lexicon der Oromo sprach. The dictionary was written in Latin 

alphabet and says "composed by Charles Tutschek and publish~J by 

Lore nz Laworance Tutschek. The dictionary contains about two thousand 

root words explained in great deal with derivatives and often in context 

,In addition Lo this there is a lengthy introduction on the history of Karl' s 

work and some remarks on the Oromo alphabet. It also included 

numerous references to the young Oromo informants, Akkafedhe, .i\man 

a nd Aga. Thus many entries were personal experiences like "It occulTed 

but once in dictation of Akkafedhe Daile, Aman Gonda and Oshu Aga, 

Akkafedhe does not know this word e.t.c. 

Lorenz published the second part of the dictionafi d 120 pa;;('~ 

with over two thousand five hundred English-Orom::> "11tr,.~:; , completeu 

by him in 1845 . 

. In the same year, he published his brother's grammati,cal material 

in a book entitled "A Gra.!nmar of the Oromo Language" which consisted 

of 83 pages of grammar. In the book, there is also the text and 

translation of three Oromo Prayers and two letters between Akkafedh:; 

and Aga. 

The book was first written originally in German language and 

translated into English by Morgan J. Smead, an American student and 

professor then working in Europe for a PhD in language . The Book 

conta in s Oromo language grammatical elements like verbs, numerical 

adjectives and pronouns which were completed by Karl T'ii ""cl1ek and his 

brother added on that negation, nOUTlf:, adjectives and p~!\i,:le~ from tb,~ 
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paper Karl had submitted to the Royal Academy of sciences in Munich in 

1841 (Tutschek 1845). 

The publication of these two books was the landmark in the 

history of Oromo language and literature. First of a ll, it introduced the 

Oromo language to the European world. Second, it laid gro ... •• d for OlUmc 

Literature. Roderick Murchisan, president of the 'j'1tish roY21 

Geograph ical Society, referred in his presidential Clddf'~~'''' of May 26, 

1845, to the German scholar's. 

Unmerited patience and good sense in eliciting words and sentences and 

principles of the grammar, and facts and places, from his illiterates 

pupils. Nothillg can more effectually fel/d to improve out kllow/edge oj 

the still ul/kllown portions of the globe, thall a preparatory (!cquaill1allce 

011 the p"rt of the lIatives. It presents tile relldiest mellns of a grlltejill 

welcome in the hut, lind in the place. cited in Pllnkhllrst 1876. 

As a result, Karl Tutschek was able to influence the European 

linguists . One of the first was the English professor Francis W. Newman 

of Manchester. He presented a paper called "Notes on t~. (' Oromo verb 

and pronoun to the British phi logical f'ociety in 1847. 

In addition to Karl Tutshek and his brother a1' V'Fn a:; the Oromos, 

we could also find some works by several foreigners and of these was (he 

French envoy Rochet d' Harcourt, who arrived in Shewa at the beginning 

of October 1839. He was not late to appreciate the unique charactc ;'istics 

of Oromo culture. After a year or so of study, he published a book 

entitled, "the voyage" in 1841. In this book he descnbed the politiC;) 

social system called Gada and Oromo religion. He said gath ered under 

large tree (most probably Oda Nabe), the then political c t.·nter of Oromo) 

a nd Oromo women dances and Oromo clans of Showa (Pallkrhust 1976) 

To add to that, h e a lso collected about seven hundred Oromo 

word s which occupied 33 pages in his book. In .1845 the French scientilic 

41 



Mission published a 16-page Oromo voca bulary which consisted of 

nearly s ix hundred nouns and four hundred verbs and also other 

linguistic materials in a book entitled "Voyage en Abyssinia " with the 

help of Herlcourt, in Paris. 

3.3.2. Christian Missionary Literature 

3.3.2.1. John Ludwing Krapf 

Dr. John Ludwing Krapf was the German ~':'ote':' ~n~ mlSSlODe.ry 

and an employee of the church missionary society in Brit'lin. He was 

a lmosl such a man who devoted all his life to the production of Oromo 

literature, especially Oromo missionary literature. He came to Sh(·'''.'2. in 

1839 with his colleague and compatriot K. W.Isenberg. Soon after two 

weeks he said he was acquainted with Marecha" a powerful chief of the 

Abichu tribe of Oromo and with Beku the chief of the Ada'a Oromo" 

Punkhrust stated that both men asked him for medicine . But he was 

reluctant for this and what he wanted was to convert this traditional 

"heathen society", he said. 

He was very committed to evangelize the Oromo because he 

believed "All these things seem to facilitate a missic;, (""'1I1g the:~'L ;:~ 

particular reason for attempting a miSSIOn among the 0 ' e,''" (' is, beca'!se 

we do not know what may be the result of our mission n 5hc;'w". 

Krapfs letter cited in Punkhrust( 1976) 

Thus he believed that learning Oromo language is an urgent task 

for him because if he could not do that h e cannot convert the people. To 

learn by him self as well as to help other missionaries, he collect vromo 

words and compile them in the form of a dictionary is of paramQl.m t 

importance . Thus on August 9 1839, he began to compile Oromo 

language vocabulary. At this time, he said that h e was vis ited by many 

Oromo from north Showa and even Muslim Oromo from East Showa. 

Their requ est seemed the same i.e. medicine . He recorded that th ey 
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provided him some amount of information. So with the help of Berkie his 

serva nt from Oromo tribe of Galan he started Oromo lac,gll C'S:" writin~ . 

Krapf first began to write Oromo language using 8.'. i .. '}J:l btters but 

soon made up his mind that Sabean letters doesn't 1': c WI' ~;,.~ Jan gl ) 'lg~· 

Discussing this question he observed 

said. 

1. ,. retracled lip on the principles J should adopt in my: .. <;nslatioi', I had 

hitherto used the Amharic characters; but observing that the Oromo 

lanbTUage is not Semitic one, that writing in Amharic h,ls manx 

inconveniencies, and perhaps the word of God may go for th Ji'om the 

Oromo's to the whole of Abyssinia 1 thought it beller /0 use the Latin 

characters. employing jilr the wards nat jound in the Oromo language the 

characters of the Abyssinian languages, on account of the natural 

connection of bath countries. 1 know that in using foreign characters 1 

shall he opposed by the Abyssinian priests. who wish nothing but the 

Aethiopic to be circulated" pankhurst 1976. 

Then he devoted all his time for the study of Oro{:) .' Janguage and 

All the time 1 can spare, 1 am spending on the siudy oj'the aroma 

language, 1 have the pleasure to injorm you that I have Iranslcll~d with The 

assisTance of an aroma the gospel of St, John. and I am reading the 

translation are able to understand the most of it" After short period ,;/ 

time he was able to collect a short vocabulary containing about 3,000 

words and claimed this work as a preparatOlY one to the future time, cited 

in Pankkhurst 1976 

In 1839 (the date the book bore but most probably m 1840 

beca use h e came to Showa in 1839, and it was difficult to learn to 

trans late and publish a book in a new language just in a year) h e 

translated and published St. John of the Bible in OrOf[,') ;", ... tguage usi~g 

the Latin a lphabet under the title "Testamen, imbeciU;L>l " Translatiupis 

Evangelii Johannis in Linguam Oromorum*" and We." ~"~i,,.g sold fur ~ix 
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pence per copy. The book was authored by Krapf himself with the 

assistan ce of Berkie a woma n of Oromo race it says. Slowly Krapf was 

a ble to learn a bout Oromo culture while h e was translating re] igi{)us 

materials and this in turn may have helped him to enrich his work. 

Then in the same year, he sent the translation of St. Mathew and a 

"short vocabulary of the Oromo language" which he said in his letters to 

Coats, was composed for exercising Oromo language first and then to 

h elp the other missionaries coming afterward to learn Oromo language 

easily. 

At the end of 1842, he authored "An imperfect outline of the 

Elements of the Oromo language" which consisted of I'') pages oi' 

grammar. Thi s book was published by me church missi::;:-, >:,l'Y ~ociety of 

British. The introduction part was written by Ise; :.!:,.;!,g, ::. colleague. 

missionary of Krapf. Isenberg pointed out the lillguistic simila:'jty 

be tween Oromo, Afar and Somali and inquired 'should not this suggest 

the thought, tha t there may be a linguistic rela tion between these three 

nations?' 

The Oromo St. Mathew which was translated and sent for press 

before a yea l' was published under the title Evangelium Mathew, 

translated in Linguam Oromorum* in 1841. In the same year Krapf 

published a vocabulary of the Oromo language which has 42 pages and 

contains over two thousand words. However, this short vocabulary was 

fil 'st written in German language and translated into English by Isenberg. 

Both books were published with the financial help of chuT('h missionary 

society of Bri tain. 

With Krapf work, the missionary society was very i-, .:l?PY and mea!. 

while proudly regarded their progress in its proceedings . : 11 such way 

from 1841to1843, in three years, he finished the t,anslation of the bur 

Gospels as well as the Book of Acts and Genesis (Punkhurs t' i 976). 
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However , Krapf could not go further h ere in the coun try and 

interrupted his work for the reason that, h e was accu sed of con vertin g 

th e people (Oromo) from their "fathers religion" orth odox. 

Punkhurst put it in th e following way. 'Their holy book is different from that 

which has been considered the true word in our country. If they be suffe~ed to return the 

people will fall from the faith oftheir fathers." 

As a result, Krapf went to Egypt at the end of 1842 . Even though 

some attempts were made to return (Krapf and Isenberg; S'::'::tla Sell"_:;e, 

th e then king of Showa, the grandfather of Minilik II deer-cd "Isenberg 

and Krapf cannot come to my country again". 

However, Krapf did not give up hope due to this obstacle but 

perused his study, and above all missionary work, among the Oromos. It 

seems from hi s letter from Zanzibar to his colleagues in London on 

January 7,1844 that he was more patiently involved in Oromo which 

leads him to claim "if this nation should be converted to Christianity, it 

would exercise an "Influence up on the whole of Eastern Africa which we 

are now unable to calculate or to conceive. It is my belief that providence 

has p laced this nation in this part of Africa for very important reas ons . It is 

the Germany of Africa" (Punkhurst 1976). 

But h e went south and decided to study other African languages in 

a dd iti on to Oromo and Amharic in 1843. He compikd "n. exten sive 

vocabulary in Somali language when b e was at Zeila wiGl h is (:olleague 

Isenberg. In 1844 he went to Mombassa knowing that !-:e WaS not allowec 

to Oromia by the Shoan king. 

There in Mombassa, h e began to collect S lX African language 

vocabularies (Kisuaheli, Kikamba, Kipokomo, Kihialu and K10romo*) and 

Published this collection in 1850. This book conta ins about- ~even 

thousand Oromo vocabulary. Krapf said tha t the reason behind including 

Or omo 
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Lallguage ill the dictiollary of the Nitotic, was First to show the 

differellce of the Oromo* lallguagefrom the Nilotic idiom, alld secolldly, 

that make the scholar of the Oromo lallguage acquaillted with a dialect 

which is spokell by the Oromo 011 the East-cost of Africa. Tite allthor 

has always elltertailled the best feelillg towarlls the Oromo, and he still 

hopes that al/ el/tral/ce iI/to their cOllI/try will be opel/ed to the 

missiol/aries for he believes that a great destillatioll is yel reserl'ed for 

Ihis Africafl Germaflia". Krapf 1850: IX 

However the transcription of this dictionary h :.- : , ~r"b lem 1'ver. 

though h e said the transcription was made on th " ,-,aci ~ :>f their spol~~n 

language, On the other hand, the dictionary was mo!'c of Borana dialects 

of Oromo of River Tana (Dana) and has slight differences from other 

Oromo dialects, 

Here again, Krapf was not su ccessful in continuing h is missionary 

work because of instability in the area and returned to Europe at last 

and did not produce any literary work for a decade, But a fter ten years 

the British and foreign Missionary Society requested him to continue the 

Oromo translation and he replied on, March 31 1860, that h e was willing 

to continue the Bible translation though he said "] am tolerably 

acquainted with the Oromo language", Form the above statement and the 

long time, (1840s to 1870s), it is evident that Krapf did I-,:t p\'oducer; ,' h,c 

Bible as well as his oth er linguistic materials by himse,; i)'; 'i: ouly in the 

help of the Oromo's 

For this reason, he wrote to the mISSIOnary '" not assum e up 011 

attempting a work like the Bible translation with oui. the ?ssistance of a 

native Oromo qualified for the task." and as a 1:"esuit had an Oromo ex­

salve called Rufo from the protestant missionaries at Matalnma 0n Lhe 

north-west frontier of Ethiopia and Sudan, It was sa_~d that Rufo bev: 

already learned Amharic and other European languages and thus could 

fit for the job, On 30 August, 1866 they beg<ill translating the Holy 
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Scriptures. After a year, the four gospels: the acts, t!'.{" i:'.~ l ·.'Stle to d~e 

Romans were translated. 

While translating others and publishing the ,',::nes i " in Oro .w. 

language, Krapf suddenly interrupted his work bccallSt; ;,e; was sent l.t) 

Abyssinia to h elp the expedition against Tewodros. But h,~ returned to 

Germany in January 1868 before the expedition ended because of his 

poor health. 

Then after, Krapf began to evaluate Alaqa Zanab's work in addition 

to his translation. He said that Zanab's translation was good but written 

in Sabean letters which cannot represent all the sounds of Oromo. He 

said this could be easily changed in to Latin alphabet. 

However, this provoked a long debate between missionaries as well 

as linguists till these days. Many missionaries were in favor of using 

Latin for Oromo language and they did it. Before Alaqa Zam.b all written 

materials were in Latin alphabet. But the argument of borr1': "lissiom:.ri-=:; 

was that there were many Oromos scattered in Abyss;.!"!!",. ,'·bo can read 

Amharic and there were also Amhara's who can spe,,,-i<: Oror:lO language 

as their own. 

''The reasons which render il advisable 10 print one or two of til"~ Oromo 

gospels in A mharic characteristics, I have stated il in mine of the 10lh 

insl. (0 Mr. Knol/eke many Oromo whilst residing in Abyssinia have 

learned to read Amharic and consequently would be delighted at being 

enabled to read the Gospel in their molher tongue though with Amharic 

character.I'. Besides, there are many Abyssiniam' e.lpecially in (he frontier 

provinces, who understand the Oromo as their own. These would make 

use "r the Oromo Gospels. However 1 think 500 copies would be enough 

fiJI' the fi rst al/empt, in no Cllse more than 1000 should be printed. " ciled 

in Punkrhust 1976. 

Aren Gustav said that at this time h e was also l';<1it:- '6 the Amhar ; .~ 

Bible, thus he was busy and only changed the 0, ·n'. ~ ' i'lF.w Testament 

written in Sebean lett.ers by Alaqa Zanab into Latin and gave it to the 
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printers JJ1 chrischona. Concerning this Krapf said n·.':. Wl,njC work waR 

good but not enough. Nevertheless, he was full of p:-r..i"e f~:;- the quality of 

th e work. 

With great delight 1 observed that alekae Sanab translation in velY many 

cases exucily like RuJo though they have never met. 1 conJess a greal ;·ton~ . 

has been rolled away Jrom my mind since J have obtained this important 

help FOIl1 Sanab, and 1 really consider it a providential help just at the 

nick oj lime. Encouraged by it 1 shall endeavor 10 finish Ihe translation oj 

the New Testament towards the close oJ this year iJ the Lord grants health 

and leisure. 

Whoever the writer was, the work began to be seen in 1870s with 

the maximum efforts of Krapf. The first work was the gaspe; 8ccordil-. t!, tc 

St. Luke which was printed in 1870. It had a title in Engli ,;h [~S well as 

Oromo and said translated into Oromo language b." 1::'r .. ! t.Krapf an~ 

De betera Zanab a native Oromo from Efat East 31?OT1O, of Oromia 2~'1d 

Christian Rufo a native Oromo of Gooma tribe. 

Th e Second translation was the gospel according to St. John which 

was published in 1871 and said printed at the expense and 1,:. the 

request of the British and Foreign Bible Society in London. But like the 

former it does not refer to anybody as an author. 

The third book called Genesis; the first book of Moses was 

published in 1872 and followed by the book of Psalms in the same year. 

In 1874 the fifth volume contained three separate items 1. the Acts of the 

Apostles, 2. The Epistle of Pau~ the apostle to the Romans. 3. The 1s t and 

2nd Epistles of Paul, the apostle to the Corinthians but also incorporated 

Galatians and Revelation. The sixth and the last 'JiG:-:';, the gOSpf:' 

according to St. Mathew and Mark, were published in ill/ ;:, Finally th~se 

s ix volumes appeared in one under the English title ,. l'he J\~'.',' TestH;-;'lel,;: 

translated into Oromo language by Rev.Dr. Krapf, Debtera Zen eb :'.JlC 

Oromo of Efate, Ware an Oromo of Nonno, Shaqa ,an Oro~no of Leqa and 

Rufo, an Oromo of Goma. This book was published in 1976. 
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Kra pf at last while editing Zeneb's work after the Hebrew ",,· s icn 

died in 188 l. 

Kra pfs contribution to the development of Oromo literature was 

very s ignificant. First of all, h e was probably the firs t European who h ad 

life experience and first hand information abou t Orom o. Of course other 

Europeans like the Portuguese soldiers and James Bruce wrote about 

Oromo what they heard from other people (probably Abyssinians). 

However, Krapf lived in Showa, Ankobar the then capital city of Showa 

and went for expedition against Showa Oromo with 88011; .. :3illasse 1:<.vo 

times. He learned the language during this time from hi" y~::vant as well 

as people who visited him. During this time, h e 8;80 If;,-.rned On)mu 

culture a nd history. Concerning Oromo culture for example when h e S<JW 

Oromo graveyard, he saw s tones a nd a loe plants and said ") h ave n ever 

seen in Abyssina a grave adorned so nicely like this "(Punkhurest 1976). 

Then h e asked the young Oromo boy why the Oromo decorated their 

grave in such way and the boy answered "according to Oromo belief, ."}" 

soon as the aloe plants start growing on the grave of that person, he 

begins to get righteousness from Wa qa and goes to him (Punkhurst 

1976). 

So Krapf learned about Oromo culture and language thu s more or 

less produced Oromo linguistic and religious literature almost like 

Oromo. Som e of his books, especially the dictionary :',f ~ ~" '" six Af!"ican 

languages, a re still very important and ore used as referen c..o. BfOsides, he 

was the first who published the whole New Testam (; ~.\t ':~' :'; '.:h conta iw; 

twenty seven books as well as some of the Old Te::.t:rrF' n t. books. This 

m akes him the first among the few Oromo litera ture founders. 

The other contribution of Krapf was that he introduced the Oromo 

to the European world positively. He d escribed Oromo as "Black 

Germany", "African Germany" of "a great n ation who can save Africa" In 

his writing all th e time h e refers to (Oromania) . He first used in nw 
dictionary to refers to Oromia (a country of Oromo) as "Africa n Germania " 
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(Krapf 1850:Ix). He also said, "give u s Oromia and Africa will be ours" . 

Tasgara, (1999). This initiates the European to understand Oromo 

positively identifYing them with the European self-image de-emphasizing 

the differences that exist. 

The first one or the positive sen:;c> IS Oromia is a gl .~ .lt nation or 

course stretching from South Tigray to Northeast Kerr,ra f l 2° N to 2 Nj 

Gcda Melba (1 989). Again, the East West stretch iz. -l:~n '/~ry wid e. In 

addition to tha t, its population was estimated betwt:en 6 to 10 million at 

that time. 

Thus with all these facts, if he said "The nation that change:: ['lce 

of the Africa" it didn't seem wrong. 

The other perception , I said in the contrary of the reality is, some 

European, for example the Briti sh missionaries at Love dale, South Africa 

described Oromo as black Germany "Their skin a light chocolate brown, 

their hair frizzed but not woolly, and in a few exceptional cases it is silk 

on, which would indicate Aryan descendent." Short Biography of the 

aroma rescued s laves 1891." 

In rea lity, this is not true. As stated at the beginr.:in.,{ ~. :. this th.::si".. 

Lhe Oromo are descendants of Cushitlc people and tn, :; :·.:'ad. Africans 

not the Aryan descendants of Germany. 

To sum up. Krapf's contribution to Oromo Helhl) ' developmt-;lt 

was tremendous; it puts him as one of t.he great men i:l ~arly Oromo 

lite ra ture . 

3.3.2.2 Christian Rufo and Alaqa Zeneb 

Literature a bout the life of Christia n Rufo is scarce. Bu L so:,:e 

sources show that he was an Oromo ex-slave. From Krapf's letter to the 

British Bible Society "my friend in Gonder a nd Cairo can send me an 

Oromo* who can speak Oromo language and Amharic." One can learn 

something a bout Rufo from this letter. Then, they sent him Rufo. There 

Rufo iabOl'ed a lot and h elped Krapf in his Bible tran s lation into Oromo 

language which Krapf interrupted for almost t.\vo dec::.o..'i ·" f J 850- '0701. 
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Thus Rufo's contribution must have been very much for Krapf as he said 

when h e compared him with Alaka Zeneb ." Alaka Zanab tra nslated ir; 

th e sa me way as Rufo did, even though they did not know each other". 

Krapf a lso said that Rufo was unable to do his j ob as required 

becau se he ha d almost forgotten his mother tongue. ThGS he came to 

J erusalem as a Missionary school teacher. However, Wolbert (2002) 

recently came up with a new idea. He said that the majority of religious 

materials Krapf published in the 1870s were belongs -.C ;-; ufo anc!. he­

added Rufo was sent to Jerusalem EOt because h e 'Na. ~ ' e n able to 

translate the religious materials but he was stubborr, . . "1;"1' he sent tr. 

J e rusalem he went to Cairo and died there in 1871. 

The other good translator of Bible to Oromo !anguage was Alak 

(Oeblera) Zene b. He was Emperor Tewodros' chronicler and secretary. It 

is said that he was from Showa Oromo of Efate. Hut Tasgaraa call:;. ~ h im 

Ha ilu, the writer of Tewdros chronicler and he was from Gojam. The 

other eviden ce we could find is what he told Krampf "he said that the 

mother of the Oromo had been woizoro (lady) of the Abyssinian kings. 

when they resided on the mountain Entotot, in the neighborhood of 

Gurage- that the la dy was given in marriage to a slave from the south of 

G u rage, by whom she had seven children who were educated in their 

rather 's language and customs as well as in his business. " cited in short 

Biographies of the Oromo rescued slaves (1891). 

This oral story is an Abyssinian legend about O re'; ' If) . In Oromo, 

every Oromo would say "I am a descendent of Borone. 'Jf d ;;."t:,1tu" Ma de", 

Walabu" or "fi'ugug," or "Tullu nama dur (Mohamad 19':11;. 

So th is gives us a hint that probably Aia.Ka Z<:.:l,eb was ill1 

Abyssinian who can speak Oromo language or Assimilated Oromo who 

furgds his own h is tory. 

Whatever his background, as far as his work is concerned he­

contributed much to Oromo literature. As Gustave (1977) says, all the 
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New Testament and other Old Testament books printed ~,-I~ .. ::- i B70 were 

Ala ka Ze ncb's translations. 

However, since these books were published ir, L,~in alphabet, Dr 

Krapf s and Rufo must have gone through it. But like Ru;~.) AI?bL inspired 

Krapf to work the 1870s Oromo religious material. 

3.3.2.3. Onesimos Nasib (Hiikaa Awajji) 1856-1931 

In the la te 19 'h Century, Oromo lite rature showed a remarkable 

progTess . Th e very special thing of this time, first it was th~ t ime when 

the European interest a bout Africa grew up very much and thus decided 

to scramble for Africa. Thus they were patronizing the Horn of Africa in 

the name of missionary to go to interlard . Secondly arid for most, it was 

the time when many Oromo slaves where set free em:: ;':'ained 'is 

m issionary. It was this chance that c0,,~ributed to th~ ~~{ (;,., t !i terary 

production of the time. 

One of the great literary men destined to 1 :;.~ , dU'.':::1 , he basir. 

foundation of Oromo literature was Onesimos Nasib ()r known by his 

birth mune Hiikaa AwaJi. He was also known as "abba Gammachis" after 

his scm Gammachi s a nd commonly called the father of Oromo literatu,·· ~. 

Thus to understand hit> contribution, it may be important to note 

his life h istory . Ones imos was born in 1856 in Hurumu district 18 

k ilorneLe rs dway from Mattu the provincial city of lllu Abba Bor, in the 

wesLern part of Oromia . He was the last son of his family with two sister 

and three brothers . When he was around four years old his father died 

a nd the whole family was left to his mother. His family was a pa storalist 

family a nd whi le they were in search of wa ter and grass for their cattle 

lhe battle broke out l>etween two tribes of the area. In thi.~: 'v"';'7 Onesim <)s 

and his s ister as well as brothers were captured and sold b" : . :". · .. c ;o . 

On his account in Massawa before he went to S\~ ,. ,1<"'. '" , said f ' 'lt 

hi s mother attempted to m a ke him free just payiq; '-' '':' pric ~: a nd r~,y 
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master seemed willing to let me. But before my mothe~ cam t he sold me 

to the other person and I lost my mother forever. 

He made successive attempts to be free from the i:.ard yoke of 

s lavery but he was not successful. However, after being sold eight times 

he was bought by Werner Muzinger, a Swiss scholar and adventurer in 

Cairo. 

Muzinger handed over Onesimos to the Swedish missionaries and 

soon Onesimos started education in school opened by Swedish 

Evangelical Missionary. In this school Onesimos studied rel.igion, history, 

geography, arithmetic and language. The missionaries who were 

impressed by his capacity and interest to learn sent him to the 

Johnelund mIssIOnary training institutes and he gr2.,!-..:: :ted with a 

diploma in 1881. Then h e came back to Africa and starLcn .. eaching at 

his former school. 

Before he started his translation, he wanted tr; c.::t~n ' t (; this native 

country but he was not successful. He first tried the Journey through the 

Sudan in 1881. However, this journey was not successful for lack of clear 

a nd eno ugh information . In this expedition, they lust two members (:!- the 

expedition and returned to Munkullo almost after nine months. 

It was at this time that he decided to produce Oromo literature 

which later became his life's most important mission. Aren (1977) says" 

set about the most important part of his life-work: that of creating an 

Oromo li terature." He began Oromo literature by translatiun because he 

thought that it was only through Christianization that the Oramos learn 

about Cod and become prosperous. So he was determined to tran s late 

religious literature first. He began translation becaus" he '.1eard b'oa; 

merchants i. e. Darnotee from Jimma filat the Oromo'" o.:·;Y'.m"': Jimma 

were in need of education and when any book is read OJ 1.11e,;: they F"te'. 

attentively. Tasgaraa Hirphoo (1999) put it as fo11o-.,;,:. 
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Akka Daamoleen himel/i, namoolni biyya sonaa da nuun reefuu waa'ee 

amanlii islaamaa dhaga'an malee, hiikaa Quraanaa hin beekan. macaafni 

Kamillee afaan Kamiin illee, Yeroo dubbi famu ffamu guddaa .ft soda 

guddaadhan dhaggeeffatu wanti dubbifamu isaaniif akka kadhata gara 

Waquyyolli dhi'aaluulli akka ilaalamu illi time. Oneesomos kana yeroo 

dhaga'ee, jarreen kana giddulli Macaafa Qulqulluu lamsaasuun yeroo 

i.l'ua ukka 1{I'e hubate 

As Daamalee told, a lot of people of Ih'" country (Jimma), o.'zZ), rcce:dy 

heard about Islamic religion. They heard only aboul i .-,Id!'!' .~"l know 

Qura/'/. 1/ any book in any language read 10 Ihem they :j,/I~ I' };1./eilr and 

respeci. They think any reading material as a pray ma(k /0 plea.\'e God. 

When Onosmos heard this, he realized that this time is a good lime to 

di.lperse holy bible in this people. 

However, Onosimos did not start the translation of Bible first 

Rather he started with the translation of some short religious materials 

"Kateekismoos". This book was about Christian life and it also served to 

understand the Bible in a short period of time. It was this i.e. Onosmos 

may have believed that a "person who reads this book would be strong in 

faith " and so translated it into Oromo language before his other works. 

But this book was only published with other religiou,.; 1>o:, '·:s in 1,)99 . 

Next to this, Onosmos translated John Bunya's "man's "iC;:"~ ' irlco Oromo 

language under the title of "Garaan namaa mana ·;,;·aaq.".,-;oo ycu'.a:,. 

iddoo bultii seexanaa ti" which means" man hean ';s tIle heme of Goci L'r 

i he abode of devils'. This book was also published lacer in 1399. 

After three years of interruption, because in 1884 Onesmos went to 

king Yohannes with English captain Crowe as a translator to ':~glay. 

Soon h e returned to ImuKulu their missionary station in Eritrea but 

soor: decided to go with missionaries that contained six persons 

including himself via Harar, Shewa to Jimma. 
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This third expedition was also not successful because Minilik did 

not a llow them to pass through his territory. They stayed at Aliyu Amba 

for a short pe riod of time and returned to IMukulu in 1886 . 

After returning, h e did not sit idle until the door was opened to him 

for Oromo evangelization. Soon, he began to translate l·,' iitii~· ,.l S litenH 1J. r~ 

as h e did before. He translated a book of religious son!!:, (;:,lIed "Galata 

Waqayyoo Golla Maccaa" in 1886 and published it il" I p,:~ ? Ht [mk,}]U1.' 

This book was translated from a Swedish mi:;~'; :)1~ 9'j C[,lled" Sio!"s 

Tuner" and contains about hundred songs. It was purely !"eligious and 

yet serves Mekana Iyasus church as Hymn. The importance of this book 

was so great for early missionary churches in Oromia because it ::c:>.Ches 

how to pray. It was edited by Martin Norfeld who added some on it and 

left out some which do not have musical note. 

In the same year, Onesimos composed Oromo Swedish dictionary 

of 6000 words . Next he translated the New Testament " Kaku haraa" 

which was completed and published in 1893 . 

He re m; J have discussed before Oromo New Testament was 

translated and published in 1876 by J.L. Krapf, Roofo and Alaka Zeneb. 

This holy book was given to Onesimos before h e ' lL"~ '.f:d his Nev" 

Testan1ent translation. He went through it but could net ~! : I d it valuahle, 

complete and fairly accurate and he rejected it be:::, ,,~us~ n ", said ~in;~, 

some words were not translated in the way Oromot.mderslood . Secane;!)', 

it was a lso full of other la nguages probably (Amhanc) mocpllology which 

the Oromos merely understand . (Tasgara, 1999). Besides, the other 

probabil ity was this book was written in Latin alphahet which was more 

alien to Oromo than a Sabean alphabet. Onosimos believed that it '." 2:: 

more important and better to use Sabean letter than the Eur'opean Latin 

alphabeJ.. This also must contribute to the rejection of the former New 

Testament. However, there are some people who say Rufo who 

contributed much to the former New Testament cribcized by Onesimos 

for he totally relied on the "Tulama" Oromo dialect. 
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1\ rOi ssionary called Hailu from I-larar wilh professo,- Reinisch 

lranslated St. Mathew into Oromo language and published it in 1886. 

Onesmos h as seen this book and said 

Hiikafl kalla keessatli kama lokkoo jec/lOOIlIli Oromo sirilti akka 

dubbatamutli caafamuu ill dandeenye, kuma kaatl immoo aj(lOn 

Oromoo Itllli qofaatii Wflan hiikameej, a/aall daangaa hiy,u , .. ,, ' 1100 fi 

hiyaa ormaati" 

"111 this trallslalioll 011 I he aile hand, some words aYe iwi lrall~-crihed in 

1/ way the people speak and on 'he olher hand Ihe ill11guuge Il_-;~a· ill Ihe 

Iralls/alioll was lolally Ituu dialect 01111 because Itu is all the borller of 

Oromo alit! olher natioll (Afar, Argohha, Ami/llra) it is also full of olhe/" 

lal/guages vocahularies thai are strallger fo fhe Oromo',·" (cited ill 

Talgara 1999) 

Thus Onesimos believed that it would be better to translate a new 

Oromo New Testament than editing and correcting the former one and he 

did it. This New Testament was edited and reprinted in 1995 in. Korea 

anu sti ll serves as a New Testament Bible_ Now it is in Lr~ ~:.:~ ;::\phabe1. 

OnoSfllos believes that literar:,' sLipports eV8.ng.:· .' iza tion 

promotes education_ From his life history, one can f: • . ,;-::-t r say that j; , 

devoted a ll hi s time to education because he was tep.: :h.iT;g e ,,'en while he 

was translating his books and then after in Najjo an:'! Nekemti _ 

When he returned [rom Showa (Intoto) he fou nd 80m" Oroma girls 

freed from slave and soon he started to teacL th em _ He wa s te::;c~ling 

them in the ir native language and may be thiG was the first time in the 

Oroma language history to be used as instruction ai language_ On esrnu i ;-; 

I,, :; Idler to Lhe Swedish wis:;ionary who was supporting him said "now 1 

am very happy, I am teaching enthusiastically these nt-·!J Oromo girls. 

How it is intF:res ting to teach them in their own m other to; ;gu e! Now I a m 

tOLa lly saved "(c ited in Tasgara 1999)_ 
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It seem s that it was for such strong belief i;.-, educa tion ii-. 

vernacular language that he wrote and published the first Oromo reader 

"Ja lqaba Barsiisa' with Aster Ganno 500 Oromo songs End 79 short 

s tories which were mainly, collected from Oromo oral literature. It 

conta ins "Atete songs , faru loonii (Ca ttle praise) war poetry, fables etc. It 

was the first Oromo textbook u sed in sch ool in Imkulu Eritrea in which 

Ones mos was teaching and later used in first modern SCCt ·;c'. ;;stablished 

in Boj i Karkaro by Daniel Dabala and ('·ebre Statwos and 5 ;3 ye:JTs later 

Onesmos established his school in Najjo. 

This book, as Enrico Cerulli ,in "the Folk-litp!"' ,·~l.r ,-- ')i the Oromo* 

of the south Abyssinia", Harvard African studies, volume II in 192:2 

"Appears to have been written purposely to discredit the Swedis h 

miss ion. Huntingford on the other hand in his book the Oro,,,:·) of 

Ethiopia repeated it as follow 

'the texts in this book of Onesmos are in the Maca dialect of limmu, Fom 

which Onesimos came. lis purpose seems 10 have been 10 discredit the 

Swedish mission, for Ihe texis, Ostensibly intended to "show file Oromo 

Ihe way to (Jocl" include songs of love and war, and rilual songs relaling 

10 pagan worship and the cult of Atete, the Oromo * fertility goddess . 

. However writing this book with the substanc~ ')f ()romo oral 

litera ture to read Oromo · language does not make U~lesrnos C.1", 

opponents of the Swedish missionary or discrediting ~hc:r ~ lission the:;; 

were to play in Orornia. 

Th e first of the entire book is intentionally prepared for Oromo 

language Lcaching as a text book. To do this usin g oral litenOiture was by 

lar important because written literature cannot "tand by itself unlf'~<: it is 

based on oral litera ture. Secondly, it concretizes language learning Nelly 

Zefeiria dou (2001) said. 

It seems that Onesmos knew this or may be safe to say he knew 

the "Swedish reader" given in Swedish school a nd a lso a book by which 
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he learned the Swedish language. Thus, with this background , !., 

prepared a book in a similar way except for its content. 

Tasgara (1 999) said that without the contribution of these Oromo 

girls especially Aster Ganno, the book would not have been written as 

well as pu b lis hed. So even though Onesmos knew how to write that boo k 

much of the contribution of that book cam e from Aster Ganno. 

However Onesmos great genius was only see l~ ~: ·.~;;r when. he 

transla ted th e "Oromo language holy B;ble" . He finished th.is tm nsiation 

in 1897 publi shed it in 1899 at St. Chrischona ~~ . . :-,vvltz erland . I-k 

traveled to Europe and stayed there about nine ;r 'vllt!, ~ t ;l assist with 

proof reading and personally supervising the printin'S. 

Onesmos was very happy when this book, his great work was 

printed in Chrisch on a forgetting the morning because of the death (If h is 

daughter w hile he was in Switzerland supervising the printing. He said it 

in this way. 

Waaqayyoo amma badhaadhumma namni dhowwachuu dandeenye saba 

orumof k"nne j ira. waaqaayyoo guulummaa macaajil Qulqulluu kumni 

lama j ; kakuu haara kumni shan kun dajee iddoo qopha'ejsanao haa ga 'l/. 

Sohni Om/f/o() hawwiidhaall isa eeggcehaajira"( ciled ill 'J'asgara 

1(1)1). 70) 

Now God gape the Oromo's the prosperity man cannot :;r.m!. Le: God 

aI/ow these two thousand copies oj the Ho~v Bible al/{I 1"':' / ;';: 'h',1usalld 

new Tes/amellt reach tile place II is iII/elided f,r. l~'l" 'Jrr-v,w's are 

waiting jor it ill great desire. 

With this book other short l'eligious materials some of th::; . '~I were 

t ra n s lated before the holy Bible. Among t his Katekismos which is the 

Oromo version of Luther's catechism and John Bunya n 's man's I-lea r t 

bearing the Oromo title "Garaan Namaa mana waaqayo yookiis iddo 

Bulitii seexana" were published and the translation of Birth's Bible 
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stories entitled si'a lama duu shantamii-Iama by Aster Ganno was a lso 

published in the same year. 

Onesmos translation of the Bible h as been descr; ::'!;d r..y histona n,., 

and linguists as a great intellectual feat (Dahlberg 1 g~I .. '-::!. '<:Tustav Aren 

Also said" the Oromo version of the Holy Scriptuf ~ is .' remaricabil: 

achievement, it was to all intents the fruit of the dedicated labor of n"e 

m a n , Onesimos Nesib. (Gustav Aren 1977:385).This book, ( Jnesmos bible 

version is sti ll in use but with some edition and in Latin a lphabet 

wh ereas it was in Ge'eze alphabet when it was written first. 

Onesmos' contribution to Oromo literature is greater than tha~ 0.; -J 
any other Oromo writer. If he is comparable he is only compared with 

Sheikh Beker Saphalo who invented the Oromo orthography. 

The very thing that makes Onesmos very different is his linguistic 

ability that put him on the top of Oromo literature. He speaks sevcn 

languages: Oromo, Amharic, Arabic, English, Swedish, German and 

Ita lia n. This became more mysterious when we corr.~ '" his Oromo 

language a bility. He was only four inJ860 when h e waE. (;~;;arated lim: , 

his fami ly and he spent the rest of his time almost ten :'(;8r'~ in the hant!·~ 

of his maste r from whom only few two or three see~"1."r1 Ol'nmo from his 

biography. 

Thus where did Onesmos learn such interesting a nd idiomatic 

Oromo expression? Of course the h elp of Aster Canno was very gr,. ,~~ but 

could not cover the bJ'illiant work of Onesmos. 

In general, Onesmos laid down the cornerstone for Or011l0 

literature. It was his book that was first sent to Oromia and (Jimma and 

Wallega) even before he came back to his native country. It was said that 

once when Fitwari Dibaba a governor of Najjo came to Nekemte and 

ret urn<,d Lo Najjo Alaka Geberstatwos wh ile they were going togeth er 

Gebere-Ewostateos (the first missionary who established the firs t modern 

school with Dani'el Dabala in Bojjii Karkaro in 18·)3; v'ad the Ne"T 

Testament Onesmos translated int(J Oromo langup..~: . . 
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surprised very much of learning Bible story in aroma l8'1'; 1_,~ge becau;;e 

there was a general assumption that aroma language 18 :>pc.kcll language 

a nd cannot be written language. 

The Fitawurari liked the book even though h e h ad. eye sight 

problem .He leanled being assisted by his wife who was taught before 

him how to read and write by Gebre-Ewostatwas. Fitawurrui Dibaba was 

inte rested in the book and gave la nd to Dani'el and EW0statwas to b\.1i ~ .:' 

a n ew school. It was at this time that the Onesmos Nesib book started to 

be distributed in west Oromia widely. The aroma literacy also began with 

the introduction of this book and went to great distance. (Tarfassa 1973). 

On the other hand, Onesmos adopted and even invented the Ge'eze 

alphabet for aroma language which became a tradition until 1991 when 

aLP prepared a day workshop in which more th ~'ll 1()00 aroma 

inte llectuals participated and decided 1·) use Latin aloh,l:,u. !-l.owever, 

Onesmos ' contribution was great in this ru-ea too bec8.1.'.3e ,;,,(;; writer after 

him like Mangasha RiqxLl ,Kuwe Kumsa, Mammo ~.4 ':L:;..tri1i,-, Dafa Jamoo, 

Fayyisa Dadhi and Tamsigen Gammada produced Oromo literature using 

the same a lphabet. In his Ge'ez Oromo alphabet h e invented unique 

alphabet for the Oromo sound " dha ". 

However, Onesmos was criticized, for his aroma Bible version was 

not ba sed on the Greek and Hebrew texts. But Onesmos was quite happy 

about the res ult of his labor. 

fie ji)re~aw that the scholars in Europe would criticize him for having not 

u~ed the Greek and Hebrew texts. He was not worried about their censure. 

fie was confident that his translation represented pure and idiomatic 

Ommo. He remarked that it would take trained phil%gists many years to 

produce a heller version. (Aren 1977:385) 

Indeed no new translation of the complete O:· ·,r.-v ~ible h :o>.:: y'C r 

been madc after hundred and seven years ·_XC:':;,", :.. C langing t1-:te 
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Onesmos's Ge'ez into the Latin alphabet and this malces his work the 

most stupendous. 

To s um up since Onesmo's contribution IS far greater it would be 

appropriaLe and not a mistake to say he is the fa ther of C'n.';;"'" literat',ire . 

3.3.2.4. The Oromo Language Team: a miniatll~~ O!"(}mo 

Academy in Exile 

After return from Shewa, OneS;nos was very happy because he found 

young energetic and gifted Oromo girls at Imukulu. Soon, he org, r,ized 

this team of Oromo liberated from slavery and sheltered later at the 

Swedish miss ion station of GeJb in the highland of Mensa in Eritrea. 

Here this team was engaged in education and translation and formed 

"Oromo-spealGng colony" the lea der of which was Onesmos. Dr -Fride 

I-1ylander said a bout this team: 

As the interior of the country seemed to be closed, the pioneers in Eri/rea 

mude themselves reudy for u Juture advance by gathering u group 0/ 
intelligent and promising Oromo and giving some a reJuge c;; ( , :,.1" , .. in the 

province oj Mensa. Here they were engaged in educa/ion Gr,,1 i.' :](Islalion 

andformed "Oromo-speaking colony" the leader oJwhici' tV((S Ur",:;mos" 

(Hylander /969:83) 

This team was organized a bout 1890 and consisted of tifteen to 

twenty (Malruria 1995) . In this team, there ",jere foreigner s lil;~ Nile 

I-1ylander a nd the members were Aster Ganno from Wallega, Lidia Dimbo 

whom O nesmos married in 1888 after his first wife died, Stefauol> 

Bonaya who was originally from Lamu in present day Kenya and Natnael 

from Oromo. 

In the team, Aster Ganno was very influential and had contributed 

very much and showed that she really was given good language ability. It 

was said that when Onesmos was in short of convenient word in his 

tra n s la tion he would calIon Aster and would get the apP/:)priate word . 
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She wrote from h e r memory a collection of five hundred Oromo son gs, 

fables and stories some of which were induded in Oromo rt.ader. 

Thus,' th e members of this team contributed in different ways to 

th e preparation of the background literature for the edu cational and 

missionary work to be launched in Oromo land. About 15,000 vocabulary 

words were collected with the aim of compiling dictionar!, _,co';ilitating the 

translation of the scriptures and prepa ration of edu ce t i,),, ·:tl literature . 

This team also prepared a comprehensive gramITl"l'- ~f ihe OPJm0 

la n guage; unfortunately this work was not publisht;~l . 

Genera l work of Onesmos and the Oro!-.~a language team 

accomplished a t Galeb could considered without doubt, the most 

important significant step towards creating an Oromo literature ;!~ the 

19 th century. They were the pioneer of Oromo literature of t hat time. 

These men and women, freed from the cruel grips of slave traders by the 

humanitarian acts of individuals, supported by the missionaries, labored 

in a foreign land to make Afaan Oromo a written language with the hope 

of returning one day to their native land and spread literacy among their 

people and take special place in Oromo language history. 

3.3.4 1900-1974 Oromo Literatun~ 

3.3.4.1. Drama Literature 1900-1930 

The late 19th century was a very important '.' "Jc: r " fl u.de in Oromo 

history. The weak but democratic 'Gada ' government in Oromia,was 

replaced by Turko-Eygptian Islamic government in the east which ruled 

for ten years and replaced by Emperor Minilik's imperial rule i.": i387. 

The central and the western part of Oromia a lso fell in the hands of the 

northe rn at t.he same time and a t the end of the 19 th century. a ll parts oj 

Orom ia in Ethiopia fell under Minilik imperial rule and the rest of the 

south Borana in north Kenya fell under British color,ial rule before 

1900. (moharnad 1980) 
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On the other hand, it was the time when the missionaries were 

beginning to see the seed they saw germinating and as a result set 

themselves for farther work. 

These two factors contributed murh to the developm:'l" L as well HS 

for under development of Oromo literature. 

To begin with, the first Oromo language developrner,:: work that can 

be found on the literary map of the language is Abuni JakoL!' s 

"wagelium nagaa: - kan G,K. Jesus-Kristos, Qedu s Mateos ulcka kitabe". 

This book was translated into Oromo language by Abunni Jakohi in 

1900. The book has 134 pages in all and the first few pages are how to 

pr-ay and the introduction part. 

This book was written in Latin alphabet. Even though it was some 

how clear than the former Bible translation in its use of ckar and simple 

orthographic system as the language is spoken, yet it h as spelling as 

well as some grammatical errors, 

But he used in his book sometimes double consonant for 

geminating which the others did not use before hin\ fr, .- example ht' 

writes 'Abba' and again double vow~1s for long vowels for example 

'nagaa'. 

However his language is not as pure as 0;" 1:::>1'1"" iJ;:;cause some 

words are Amharic words as well as Latin and so the Oromo's hardly 

understand it. For example the title of the book "wongelium" is a Latin 

word . 

The Oromo language began the century with the Inaugura tion of 

Onesmos Nasib 's Oromo Bible and Abba J acob's St. Mathe") which show 

s light development in the next decades. 

After a decade, another dictionary of English-Oromo was published 

by lhe Brilish traveler, Foot in 1913. Again a decade latcr E. Cerulli' s 

"Folk· Literature of the Oromo of southern Abyssinia was published in 

1922. 
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In this book, Cerulli made an admirable effort in coller.ting different 

kinds of song poems, prose works on historical. subjects and texts of 

magic and prophetic literature with important cultural and historical 

s ignificance. Concerning his work Desalanyi 1985:9 says that 

Almosl 110 lilerary work of lhis killd had beell produced 011 Ihe Oromo 

language: - II was ill FLGSA (this book) that the folk lilerature of the 

Oromo was "made accessible" to the public for the first time. II call be 

said therefore, that Cerulli has cOlltribllted 1I0t ollly to the preservatioll 

of cOllsiderable items of folk literatllre of the Oromo people, bill also to 

the flllllre literary developmellt ill the Oromo lallgullge. 

Therefore, the contribution of Cerulli was verI ~l,~ <it. However 

Cerulli wrote his work in English and the folklore in O:;OT~~'". ',hus may be 

considered as Anglo-Oromo literature. 

3.3.4.2. Oromo Literature 1930-1974 

But we could find more literary production on the second quarter 

of the 20th century than the first . This time especially in the 1930s it was 

anoth er historical period in which the Italians occupied Ethiopia. 

It seems true that, this time the Italian language poiicy was slightly 

different from the former Imperial Ethiopia strict language policy. During 

1934- 1936, more than five books, out of which two were in Oromo, were 

published. In addition to this it was said that the Itali a.ll encouraged 

educa tion in vernacular language in addition to the lul..'~'n languOig::. 

Som e people u lso say they "launched radio broad c;::.<;i in~~ rJ!"(Jgram ill 

Oromo language from Jimma but no evidence is ... :';; ~01 'nd or. th~<' 

account. 

However, the Italian language policy was only the "!!p service" for 

they knew th a t there was national oppression in t he countly in which 

Oromo deprivecl Its .right and in doing this they thought pos'·;;;·l" to 

init.iate Oromo national sentiment in order to create dis unity in the 
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country which may help them to resist. It was after the Italia n 

occuptation we find remarkable development in Oromo literature. 

3.3.4.3. Sheikh Bakrii Saph.:;,;Zo (1895·198(» Cli.rl.Other 

corner stone of Oromo literature. 

The 1930s cam e up with another engine of Or0nlO lltefatu re whw;, 

can push forward the work Onesmos began befofe . This man like 

Onesmos Nasib and his Oromo cultural team devoted his whole life to 

the development of Oromo literature. 

To understand ·his contribution to th e development of Oromo 

literature it may be good to have a bird view of his biography . 

Shiekh Bakarii also known as Abubkar Osman Oda which was hi s 

rcal name , was born in 1895 in a place called Saphalo, a river in th e area 

of Wadaye Qabbanawa Sukkaawe, Oborra District near Dire Dawa. His 

father was the Ia.st Abba Gada, who was replaced by Egyptian, and 

conve rLed to Is lam. So Abubaker grew up listening to Ij v';~:restimony of 

his fath er as he recounted the m ajor hi~t0rical deveiopmcI!\. .. \cc0rding tc 

Mohammad 1996, Bakarii received his basic Qurani<: t::::! '.:(. ~,tion in h i" 

village Saphalo. Then, h e studied Islamic educatic\ ;n dilrerent local 

a reas under diffe rent teachers. He finished his local Islamic edu cation in 

1927 and involved in long distance learning with the world renowned AI· 

Azhar University that introduced him to the political revolutic;-_::: 111 

Africa, Asia and th e Middle East. 

Like Onesmos, Sheikh Bakari h ad a great J~al to dis pe, St 

knowledge a mong th e Oromo. He firs t started teaching in his form er 

school SaphaIo Is lamic school. Soon he opened his sec;ond school at 

Addele n ear Dire Dawa. 

He opened h is third school at Ligibo in 1948 where it is said h e 

launched his intellectual journey. In 1953, h e establish ed his fourth 

school at Kortu, east of Dire Dawa. In addition ~Ll ;:, is , he :'1.1 e~ 

es tabli shed Leach ing centers " .. . in t~~e city of Dire Dl'.'" ·~ " ~. ir! Lhe tov.rn 
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of Goota.. Qa banawa and Bobbaasa . He also wen t to Bale and 

es tablish ed teaching center around Dodola (Alin 2000). 

Sh eikh Bakrii is one of the few litera ry giants of th e Orom o and a 

greal scholar of his day. If he is contestable he is onl~ ' c -: \\ :~ested n'ith 

Ones mos Nesib who has been discussed i ! l detail before th i.S '-'.1ap ter . 

He was one of the most famous revolutionary po.o::!;' , .. f his day who 

direct the litera ry path of Oromo. He was the first Ol 0 (11') who used the 

creative writing and cr eative literature for the first time to non -religious 

purpose. Con cerning poetry(Alin Kalfa 2000) says 

l1,e Poetic content of SIIaykh Bakrii not only has a wealth of 

illformation about tile general cOllditions of the time but it also has a 

great contribution to the development of the language. Some of them 

were expressed ill simple and attractive language, whereas others 

expressed proverbially. He a/so used idiomatic and figurative speeches .. 

. the governmellt took the form of cultural expressioll and revi;;.!l. 

His poetJy is divided into two: religious and secular. However, 111 

content they were the same, they reflect politica l idea s rather than 

s imply religious matlers or love. 

There is a saying about him which expresses hl :O ,YY.!.hle n a ture. 

"He was a great religious man during day time ~:: ,c; ;1 (,cc:at Oromo 

n a tionalis t in the night. " 

His early poems were not so nationalistic when cor,lpared to his 

later poems. They focus on "Social evils" like che\ving chat et.c. 

Jima hin tuqini kan rabsu biraa fagaadhuu 

;;ii galaa moo re'ee kan nyaattu baalaa 

Am aas qamaha n marii jiru hin tararuu 

marii jima yoo taatee simee dabala 

Ilaa lii kunoo ka n nya atu heddu m a raach ee 

Been c1haqi laali yoo feetee agru magaalaa 

Do nol chew Jima (chat) get away from the one who gives to you 

Are you a camel or a goat that eats leaves? 
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He who chews Jima does not do what is p lanned 

If the plan is to chew Jima he is th e first to join you 

Look a t h ow those who chew a lot became crazy 

Go to town if you want to see how chewing Jima makes people crazy 

Besides the social evils his poems a lso deal with the beauty of Oromo 

country, its trees, animals, rivers , valleys hills and people. 

However, it was his involvement in long distanc~ lc,-, ,'ning in Al ­

Azhar University of Cairo, as well dS the political ~hift in Ethiopia 

probably the Italian occupation in 1935 and the return sf f;,."peror I-'!ail , 

Selassie in 1941 that changed his mind radically d (, U P.:; C'. result Ommo 

literature too. In one of his poem he showed th e oppression in this way 

Xaliyaanin tanki gangalch e 

Gama ceekaa daraaraa 

Amaara galee fixee 

Akka hoolaa baraaraa 

Mosolooniin caccabsee 

Milaa s iree Amaaraa 

motichi dhee faa deemee 

Gogogaan fuula a'a raa 

moti in hiyeessa midhee 

Abadu numa qaaraa 

The Italians drove their Tanks 

Towards the flowering Ceeka tree 

They entered a nd finished the Amhara 

Like a sheep for feast 

Mussolini d estroyed them 

The legs of the Amhara throne 

The king panicked and went into exile 

The skinny man with angry face 

The king who oppresses the poor 

Will be overthrown. 
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In this poem, Sh eikh Bakarii tried to show what happened during the 

Italian war of occupation. But it is in his last two lines that he brough t 

his prophetic argument that inevitably "the king who oppress the poor 

wi ll be overthrown" in deed that happen ed after three ,-icco.les. He ~lso 

reflecled his a lignment with oppressed lJr:or. 

But he became a militant revolutionary writer i l · t~: G:e Bri.tish 

restoration of Emperor Haile Selassie to power :n ·.~ r ~:;ofJia in 1941 

(Mahamad 2004). Mahamad says the Sheikh was very unhappy with the 

Empero r's policy of banning the use of Afaan Oromo for broad casting 

a nd for educational purposes. It was during thi::; time tha t he b(:!i~.n to 

work on the "Oromo orthography, the other reason that pushed him 

loward cultura l national activist. (Alini 2000) said 

" . . . from 1942 on wardl, Amharic was promoted as the sole national 

language of the empire and all other national languages, particlllarly 

Afaall oromo were suppressed. The regime prohibited the use of Oromo 

literatllre for educational or religious purposes. 

This was a lso triggered by the implementatioI' or ;he impc.-i.:.' 

decree NO.3 of 1944 which regulates the work of rnission:~r;,' 0" .. 

Amharic was declared to be the language of ins;:· uctirl. ~hroufoi,ol' . 

the Ethiopian Empire and the missionaries wen~ c:x.pc:-.;Led to lear" .it 

(Art. 13 ). They were allowed to use Oromo language only fo~ ()rdinalY oral 

communication v.>ith the local population. But not for preaching gospel or 

educational material ( Nagarit Gazeta 1944 no.3). 

This a ll must have contributed for his search for alterna tive m ean s 

of reaching Oromo. As a result he invented Oromo orthography after a 

decade's la bor in 1953 

During lhe 1. 950s his ideas , poems and cultura l nationa lis m 

captured the imagination (of the Oromo elite in Harargh e, especia lly in 

the c ity of Dire Dawa. It VJas at this time tha t the Oromo's began to 
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regard him as the "store house of knowledge, the fountai' . (,f poetry the 

living encyclopedia of Oromo wisdom" (Mohamad 2004;. 

This literary development gave birth to Ommo cultural l1ation.~, 1 

movement in 1960s. With the tactful leadership of Shid<: Bakri, the 

famous Oromo cultural movement "Afran Quallo Association"(a c ultural 

association named after Qallo the son of Humbana and Afran was his 

four son) from which a famous poets and singers like the late Abubakar 

Musa, the la te Ayub Abubakar, Shantam Shubissa and the most famous 

and internationally recognized singer Ali Birra, who became legends in 

his own life time was established. This association again established two 

musical bands known as Biftu Ganama(the sun of the morning) and Urjii 

Bakalcha(the morning star) which become the base of modem Oromo 

musIC. 

Arfaan Qallo served the Oromo as the cultural inStlt1..' t ~on in W11;,:1, 

long freedom voice was escalated as well as the bank of , ~; ' vrno cultur;;,! 

heritage during this time. 

It was the first Oromo musical as well as literary institution in 

which different nationalist poetry that reflects the people'~. culture and 

politics of the day were presented to the people ~hat later become Oromo 

cultural r esistance and laid down the ground for Orom o cultural 

rena issance. It was established in 1960 and became popular withir: <l 

short period of time. It was the members of that cultural association that 

opened the door to the vast universe of modem Oromo music which 

Moh a mmad Hassen 2001 said "one of the greatest cultural achievements 

of the past four decades." It was here in this association that the 

powerful poems that clearly show the richness and beauly of the Oromo 

language were produced. In short, it was the cultum.' .. ' .< .. :nciatior: thFlt. 

creaLed the pan-Oromo cultural moveme nt 

However, this cultural association did not go f- ,rtb<:r. It was son" 

ba nned by t h e Ha ile-Silise 's government in 1962. :w') ; ~:: !cader Shidch 

Bakari Ha rassed and sentenced to ten years of hOL~<;e confinement and 
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the other well known poet Ayub Abu Beker fled to Somalia where h e 

became the cause for the beginning of the Oromo language radio 

program from Mogadishu which played a crucial role in raising Oromo 

political awareness . Here again Shiekh Bakrii was sending anonymous 

poem::; wh ich was read by Ayub himself. The Oromo radio program was 

so powerful that the Emperor sent a secret agent to Mogadishu and 

murdered Ayub Abubakar in 1966 (Mohamad 2001, Alin 2000). 

The reason behind banning this association Was partly because at 

thi::; lime 1963 "Bale peasant rebellion" broke out and the !)0emS and the 

writing system of Sheikh Bakri were fOlmd in 1964 amon:~ the OrvTnv 

guerrilla fighters in Bale. The national consciousnesf:> cf : r;.to area may 

a lso haste the banning. 

1960 was also characterized by another cultural movement of 

Oromo called Macha Tulama. The Macha Tulama Association was 

esta blished in Addis Ababa (Finifinnee) Gulale in .1963 by Colonial Alt"mu 

Qixxeessa and lawyer Hailamiriam Gemada. The organization was first 

established to promote Oromo culture and language . In addition to this, 

the association was so busy to establish schools in different parts of the 

country and constructing roads and health center. As 012..11a Zoga 1985 

says The association was so vast and so visionary that it is possible to 

say " a government under government". 

It was this Association that staged the first Oromo language 

theater for the public in Bushaftu (Debreziet) in 196~ \,.f' the O;'{lm" 

Bazaar prepared by the association in the town. The writer VIas a famous 

hi s torian and play writer Mammo Mezamir who was u ' "c::,~ the found",,, 

of the association . At the same time Mamma V:;·: 1,t: ,;r01flO history in 

Oromo language and different plays. However none of them reached the 

p u blic except the "Barumsa" education staged in Bushooftu "Barumsaa" 

was a bout the importance of education in general and it also h,;1. !3nme 

cultural elements in it. 
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The association was III the first front of playin ,; the role of 

gath ering the Oromo's for pan-Oromo cultural movement. It was able to 

get s upport from a ll directions and soon it was kept an eye on by the 

government and with in a few but very important year s it was able tr:· 

prinl its rea l stamp on the Oromo cultural nationalism. Again th is 

cultural association was banned in 1967. Since this associa tion has got 

supporters from military, intellectuals, peasants and m e rchants, III 

short, from all walks of life of Oromo the banning did not affected it . 

But a ll this pushed Oromo literature to its third phase : th e 

politico-cultural nationalism of 1970 and on ward. The :.:,.:'''''.'. example of 

this is Shiekh Bakrii and his students. During 1950 and 5i.l.,> thf' liter.:;.rj 

works renect the equal opportunities for language an:' l.. l'.,t ~ ·,.al respect 

This literary development was the product of nati0T: ~- .! ~trl d international 

situation of the time. As I have said before Sheikh Bekeri's contact with 

AI-Azhar univers ity of Cairo introduced him to political revolution of 

Africa, Asia a nd th e Middle East. Besides as Mob .iInmad said. 

lie listened daily to British Broad costing service Arabic lunguage 

program and the voice oJthe Arab radio program/rom Cairo. He read Al­

Ahrwri, the most ilifluential newspaper in the Arab world. He shared with 

others whal he read or heard over the radio. He wrote powe((i,! poems 011 

Ihe 1952 abollt Egyptian revolution and the 1956 Suez Canal crisis, the 

Algerian revolution and the Vietnamese revolution. 

In addition to the polit.ical revolution, the 8truggle for 

ind ependence of the African country h:13 also great impact l...t1 the OroalO 

illle llec t L1ul develupment of that t ime. More t han any ",.!,..; , i;ldepende n c" 

movement the neighboring state of Somalia's in '>'::-''3nue71ce of 1969 

o;eems to n:ld ica lize the Oromo intellectual activities. 

Besides the external influence, the internal situation , the steady 

rise of the students' movement, the banning of ivlacha TuJama sc :~ help 

associalion and the Bale peasant movements set the sentim enta l idea of 

"Oromia before Minilik" and Oromia after independence. 
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These sentiments fostered the idea which says Oromoia is under 

colonial governm ent and should be an independent nation, which the 

OLF took and made its political program later. For example if we take 

Shekhi Bakari's poem. 

odar ormii beekee odu nu dura 

Hula itti cufaadhaa mara banaa 

oduu dur dhageenyaan kale bilisa:::. 

sima maa gabra taata soda ilma namaa 

Abbootuma keetii kale nagasee 

Taraan isin genyaan kuno amma 

If people know their history 

All closed doors are opened for them 

From our history we know that we were independent people 

yesterday 

Why do you ensla ve yourself in fear of oth er human beings? 

Your fathers were kings yesterday 

It is your tum now. 

This poem clearly shows what the Oromo poets were dreaming for at that 

time and the thematic development from cultural to political nationalism. 

To add more the lyric poem of Ali Birra can be a good eXcl.i1 ':I.k . 

Maal maal hima nii 

Yoommu a yaadan dhibamani 

kan rooroo alga jibbee 

Bilisumma saba qabee 

gaaratti gale 

maal m aalii hima 

Jiru a ddunyaati irra 

Maalii abda ta 

jiraa garbumma irra. 

What, what is said 

Whcn mentally disturbed 
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He who hates alien domina tion 

Back Taken by His people's freedom 

Went to forest 

What h e says? 

About this world 

What is his hope, of this world? 

Like th e prevIOus time mISSIOnary literat".lre :' hr}ws bettG 

development than secular literature. Some of tile: published mate·r.;li:i 

were with an unknown author like "odu qulqulu akka yana qulqulan 

xaafettii 1934.Holy News written by saint Johon, "Dhaamsa Qulqulu 

akka xaffame lukken 1945" The holy missage written by luk, a nd waan 

Ergattun tolichite 1954 " the acts". 

But the first full -fledged novel IS "Huursaa" Even though some 

scholars hesitate to consider it as a novel because more of it was oral 

litera ture was published in 1973. 

Hursaa is a story about a nver, from Oromo folklore and it IS 

because of its orality and undeveloped pilot and ch aracters, it IS 

considered as semi fictional work. 

The writer was Dafa Jamo whost" father was a stu(le ,. t of Onesa;;):;. 

His book was similar to Amos Tutola's the Palm wine f)1-~'l!:"'8rd and ca.:. 

be s een in the same way. 

Sheik.1" Bakerii's Oromo orthography was also another 

characteristic of Oromo literature of this time. We do not have an 

evidence for what initiated the sheikh to work on a totally ind ii::'.mous 

a lphabet. However, it is evident from his nationalist view and R.J. 

Hayward and Mohammed Hassan 1996:- "he said that a people such a:s 

the Oromo, possessing glorious historical traditions and a uniquely 

democratic society, was nevertheless condemned to obsc . .trity without a 

mean s of writing" 

In addition to the above reason, the political case a ccording to 

Moh amad 2004 was "th e deliberate policy of suppressing Afaan Oromo" 
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that may have motivated him. The Shiekh was prob9.b1y in need of 

Oromo children to learn in their mother tongue, just iil,:.? the Amll"J,,­

children do. Further more, he may have wanted the Orc:r:c language t,,) 

be broadcasted in radio programs just like Amhar! ~. til/;; Afar, Somali, 

Tigre and Tigrinya which had government financial support at that time. 

On the other hand, the linguistic aspect which meant no 

orthography probably in the world of the Shie:ill, Arabiz and C:c'ez is 

suitable for Oromo language. Concerning this, Mohamod 1996:415 says . 

"It does seem highly likely that Shaykh Bakrii was the first Oromo who 

saw clearly the Problem inherent in attempting to write the Oromo 

language by means of orthographic systems which haJ been devised 

primarily for other language." 

All this must have contributed to the invention of the Oromo 

orthography of Shiekh Bakrii. It took him ten to twelve years, from 1942 

to 1953 to finish the a lphabet. 

The Shi ekh's Oromo alphabet was totally inc1if''''; ow- (see the 

appendix) and a very remarkable achievement for Or";-[';:' l~nguage. 

Thc orthography has 28 Oromo sound" c11l::! ClH of them are 

consonants. It a lso has ten vowels and a ddec: on the root of the 

cOl)sonants. The a lphabets also have certain ways of geminating. 

The orthography is a very good way of writing Oromo h!iguage 

compared to other languages' alphabets. First of all, it fulfills the criteria 

the language needs for example representing the whole sounds in the 

language stress and germination and also spelling system. 

However, one of the short coming of Shiekh Bakrii Oromo 

orthography is that it may take one to learn a long period of time because 

the a lphabet is in its syllabic level thus needs to study all the probable 

syllable of 28 x 2x 10=560 syllables. In a ddition to that, it doesnllt show 

clearly when sounds are geminated and stressed. 
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The contribution of this Oromo orthography to Oromo literatur:: is 
of course very small. Only few poems written by Shiekh Bakri and his 
students a nd yet only a letter is found (see appendix.) 

The Oromo writing system was banned probably in 1964 because 
it was assumed that using this orthography the Oromos were against ;.he 
government. It was especially when it was found with Oromo guerilla 
fighters in Bale that it became a criminal offense thus deterring the 
people from using it. As a result, Sheikh Bakrii was confined at home 
and later fled to Somalia and the great father of Oromo revolutionary 
poet died in refuge camp in 1981 at the age of 85. 

Besides the Oromo orthography, Sheikh Bake' <,'::<,) trani':lated 
algebra and geometry into the Oromo J.::t.l1.guage. In additiG:': ;0 b.is poeIns, 
he has some major works like "Dirasa fi AI- Mintiqa R ,ra,Tyd jugrafiyyan 
wa Bashariyyan" in Arabic language and deals wit::-. ::.!:H' g,:ography and 
demography of Hararghe region. He also has three manuscripts in Arabic 
on Oromo history. These are "Janiyi Shammarkh min hadayiz al. 
Tawarkh" (a collection of unripe dates from the garden of historyi ' I,h ich 
is typed, and about 95 pages long. His second manu script on history is 
entitled maqaddamat taysir al zarriya al Tawarikh ( a simplified 
introduction to nuclear (raw) history which is typed and about 48 pages 
long. The third manuscript on history is entitled" kitaab lrsaal al 
sawarikh ila sama al tawarikh" (" A guided missile to the sky [exalted] 
I-ii::;tory, typed and h as 56 pages. The other books of Shiekh Bakri deal 
wilh Islam teaching are " Taysir al Zamiya ela uclear fughaa? fi al kam al 
Sharia (A simplified [guidance] to t he law of sharia (fig},) d!':; Al Mawcth ;~ , 
al admadiyyan til-awl aladdiyyan. In a ddition to thes~' J.:: ~; h<,:; got two 
biographical works: Qalai'id durar fi tarikh Sheikh U: ::~l V ;:i easaL~ 8.! 1.::', 

pearl biography of Sheik Umar" and "Anafa fi c,3 , ik;! :..:tte:kh YUSt;," (? 
biography of Shiekh Yusuf.) 

However, a ll these works are the only remaining works of Sheikh 
Bakrii. Others were destroyed, burned down by the military regin,·_: <i.e his 
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mam residence a t Kortu in 1978 because it con tributed much to t~." 

development of Oromo n ationalism. 

To sum up, the work of this activist teacher, eloquent speaker and 

a mi litant revolutionary poet was uncontestable literary figure in Oromo 

literary history "a cultural Hero, whose achievement" was so profound as 

to dwarf' standing against imperialism and anti-colonialism up to today. 

3.3.4.4. Oromo University Students~ };'.ae1"atu:i:e 

Oromo s tudents were active participants in th,' :-:t:-!;r.,:u stl: j .er. ' 

movements of in Ethiopia in 1960s.(Makuria 1994: l~-,e ':n(",~ the other ~ide 

of movement. They raised the question of n ation;:>.} oppr>:"sion in the 

coun try in contrary of class struggle. 

In 1969, th ey printed their secret bulletin "kana beektaa ?" ('5 ~, :'QU 
know this?).They printed the second bulletin in 1972.The Oromo 

students in Europe also published "hirmata dubbi" (participation in 

speech" in1973.Kan.a beektaa? Focused on Oromo oral literature whereas 

hirmata dubbi was on Oromo language grammar. 

3.3.5 Oromo Literature 1974-1991 

. The 1974 Ethiopian Revolution brought a rema:·!~8blp. change m 

Oromu li terature history and Oromo society in general .l1. ',,~(,n f'tarteo Lo 

p laya very crucial role during the revolution and after :'1(; r ~'.'<)hltion. 

The No 3 1 ~44 Imperial decree which forbid Cr')!1 ,c' lrmguage and 

a li other languages except for Amharic for that matter was n ullified. 'dIe 

revolution ushered in tantalizing ideology of equality between. th e nations 

and nationalities of the country. 

Th e poetry, dra m, film s and long novel s about the cruelty of th e 

backward feudal system were produced a nd at the same time th" 

in evita ble victory of socialism was preached u s ing literature a s an 

instrumen t . 
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The soliloquy revolutionary voice of Sheikh Bakri was accompanied 

by m a ny poets and playwrights from different areas. The revoluti.on really 

seems "true" [evolution that ensures and supports the rights of 

developing one's own language and cultural heritage in d ie ;:'::,nperor ,-mc.~ 

ca lled "Lhe prison of nations" . 

During this time, 1974, an official radio ·p·.Jgri1.'.T· in Oromo 

language was launched. However, long before this rime Oromo langu::,1',c 

radio program started in 1950s in Cairo Egypt, by the Oromos living 

there . The tragedy was this Oromo radio program was closed hv the 

request of Haila Selasie when he visited Egypt in 1956. 

The Oromos who launched the radio program ,if whom most ':" 

th em were from Arfan Qallo went to Mogadishu and joined Ayub 

Abubakc r a nd opened another new powerful radio statior~ . It was durin g 

this time that the government started a radio station in I-brar to jam the 

radio station broad coasted from Mogadishu. 

Harar radio station was bmadcasting programs in three languages: 

Oromo, Amhru'ic and Somali language. This radio stati.,:fl :,:)adcast:-:d so 

many poems and radio plays which in ~:, ,rn promoted On,·.T),; lyr;:-:s poeoy 

to a great extent. 

As Gragg 1982 says "the political revolutior: ,,!, ~ '·;"/·1 necessitated 

the Oromo language press and radio broadcasti,!,?" Thus both radio 

program,,: Oromo language service and "Barisa" a famous weekly 

new'3paper appeared after September 12, 1974. 

The role of these new media was very great i:1 developing Oromo 

i<lnguage unci lite rature a nd as soon as the broadc8sting bega n different 

poems, radio drama and different literary works started to be 

broadcasted in great quantity which facilitated the stalldardization of 

OrOrrlO ianguage. 

On the other hand, it was a very important time when different 

Oromo literary materials were produced by different a u thors, like the 

ra dio even more than the radio different literary mat.e ,\:'\;s ·. :lterlail,~,l~ ;" 
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Barisa "Barisa" established by Mahad Hamid Mudde a well known Oromo 

poet, and lexicographer who pushed the Oromo language one step a 

head . The Oromo language has the newspaper it had ;l-::t :: ad befo:-e ai. 

this time . Poems were presented to the public using the ':;:"'''spaper that 

Created Oromo readers group which, formed t.he ~ 0ciol(.·gy of Onm,G 

literature. 

Aga in concerning the publication of books , even thO\~ gi l there were 

ma ny published works it was not satisfactory when Oromo language is 

compared with publications in other languages in the country. 

Jalataa ,Jafaro's "Gamta Saba" (Scialism) 1974 was the first W0r\.:: 

published after the revolution. Gregg commentary on this book says that 

the first openly published book in Oromo language in the country. Again 

in the same year in October there was a theater which says "The first 

Oromo Theater" published. The book is not found in any library I 

surveyed but is possible to understar\d from the catalogue that it has got 

50 pages. 

The other work of Jalataa Jafe.m was "Adaa Ur(':7~O Wallagg.::.·' 

(Walagaa Oromo culture). It was published in 1982. '1 !">c"!.<; got a lot ,_, ~ 

o ral poetry and also different folktales. c/alata said ·'n,,':err.ing his book 

that . h e wrote "the culture like Gada, Butaa, c;:lttle praising songs, 

traditional medicine and other Oromo heritage that WNe about to 

become extinct. After a year in 1983 he published his third book f":nmbi 

Odu (collection of n ews) which was an ontology of his different poems in 

its fir,st pa rt and different short stories in the second part. 

Mangcsha Riqxu's "Collected Oromo proverbs and Oromo ora l 

prose, published under the Litle "Oromo folk takes for nevI generation" in 

1973 a lso published "Biifu "diramaa" the sun of the morning in 1974. 

There were also translations of differen t books in Oromo language 

during this time. The title of the first translation was 'Waldhanso 

Gitootafi Waldhaanso Ummataa" (Class Struggle and h'upi.r.·s Revobti r);:) 

by Tamsigcll Gemmada. He tried to e"i='Jain human pc'i:·;,·, •. : dc:<:lopmen i. 
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"tartin g from pre-slavery communal society to comnn.tlllSf". Thc LJUOK 

a lso has a glossary in which he explained some poiitical terminology ~u 

Oromo la nguage. 

Kuwwe Kumsaa also published "Manfeestoo Koministii Markisifii fi 

Eengilisii" the 1847 Marx and Engle's Communist manifesto in 1985. 

In addition to the above translations, the Dergue propaganda 

committee published five short books in 1978 for its fourth revolutionary 

co memorial: "8eenaa Dafqaan Bulaa Ityoophiyaa Kaleessa Hamma 

Harattii, Qabiyyee Lafa Badiyyaa Kaleessaa Hanga Hara'aatti" The owner 

of rural land from yesterday to today, Lafa Mandaraatiif Lafa lrraa Hafa 

Kaleesaf Hara'a (Urban Land and Houses Yesterday and Today) about the 

ownere of urban land and additional houses, warraaqs&if> vaaphiYHfitifi 

looltootaa (Ethiopian revolution and the military) ami the ]a,,;. W9.raaqsuu 

ltiyoophiyaa keessatti ga'ee mana baruumsaa tl1~:jgdf, gumimesso 

umrnataa (The role of a political school and f".l::.'.i::: ",g::mization in 

Ethiopian revolution. 

Besides all these secular works the religious literature also showed 

undeniable change. It was almost after three quarters of a centw 'J that 

re ligious works emerged in such number. These are "Gammachisa" (that 

makes happy) 1982, "Hajji Ergamotootaa, Hiika haraa" (The Acts; New 

Translation) 1985, Qulqulu wangeela Gooftaa keenya yasus kiristoos isa 

Yohaanis caafe (the book of 8t .John ) 1985, Gara koo Kotaa ana irras 

baaradha (fi rst program) 1986, Dubbisaa odduu gaggarii (,'ead this good 

news) 1987, Ergaa Phawuloos gara warra Rommatti erge (The message of 

St. Pa ul to Rome) 1987 and the last one is, kaku hara Afaan Oromoatin 

(nevv Testament in Oromo language).All these Looks v,'erG ':; 'lblisht;~' . b~,. 

t.hc 8 thiopian l3ible society a nd were in Ge'eze alph a bet. 

Tht; 1<174 polit.ical revolution which was hope'.: · .. nu;':: change U-, ' 

assimilation policy of th e Emperor Haila Silasf>:c ",:::r::>yed those '· 'y~o 

were the cause and played a greater role in th·:- revol1.:.1:iOIl. In the 

beginning it declared that 
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"Each nationality w ill have regional autonomy to decide on matters 

concerning its internal affairs with its environs. It has the ,',ght to 

determine the contents of its political; economic and social life use its own 

language and elect its own leaders. " 

But the Oergue regime had no moral, political as well as 

intellectual bases to build a pluralistic multi-lingual society in which all 

suites for its own language and cultural development as it declared 

be fore. 

Soon the national operation in which all nations anrl nationalists 

were suffering appeared in other fashion. In the name vi : <.'lolution un,l 

unity of the country the identity of the nations began Ll ' :C .:: seen as anti 

unity. 

"The presenl government has followed the Leninist doctrine of Ih" right of 

nations (ethnic groups) to self-determination to da!~ no instance of self­

domination has been seen, and the persistence of armed conflict ... show 

thaI Ihe problems are far from settled. The present policy seems to be one 

(){ issuing liberal statements, carrying oul largely taken literacy and 

cultural programmes. .. and ade facto continuation of Ihe old policy of 

amharization. Severl,ll recent reporls on the composition of the ruling 

mililary circles show aswing back 10 Amhara domination after an earlier 

period of more balanced make up" Gragg 1982 

It seems that the Dergue regime. accepted the que<;":0n of natiCJ!~s 

because of the war in Ogden a thus it must do so t,. &,.j :: LIpport fro! ' ~ 

"suppressed" nations and nationalities 

Soon in 1978, following the quick Ethiopian victory over the 

invading Somali army in Ogden "narrow nationalism' was d ::c1al"ed a s th e 

main enemy of the "revolution" narrow natiOl':.alism was then ;, code 

name of Oromo n ationalism (Mohammad (2005). 

Barisa the only n ews paper existed under the Oergue which wa;:; 

launched by a few individuals, within a short period of time able to 
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engage many Oromos in the capital city and the provinc~al ;-,;\o'ns bec.;..me 

popular and widely distributed. Barisaa brought together [.:ic1!~' Oromo ~p 

the capital and gave them the opportunity to dh,cu3;, th e nativoal 

problems. 1977 a cultura l sh ow involving troops from many of the Oror:,,-) 

regions was staged to raise funds for the production of 8a:-isa (Bulch a 

1994). The show was great success for the Oromo's but a headach e for 

the Dargue regime . 

So in 1977 the newspaper was nationalized and later on the staff :)f 

Bariisa including the founder Mahad Hamid Mudde was jailed and was 

replaced by Oromo Speaking non-Oromo's. 

Then after , Barisaa ceased to be a free press a nd the Oromo voice. 

It became the Dergue propaganda pamphlet. For example there was clear 

d ifference between the poetry before nationalization a nd after 

nationalization. Poetries before nationalization foc',"" " n cult~.\re, 

importance of respecting, learning and ,1eveloping ones I),) ;, culture and 

langu age. There were more than sixteen poems out of ii J1 rtv ~';)em in th e 

first one a nd h a l[ year in Bariisa. This poem show j ·t c.: "'_~" : '. ' 

Gara fulduraatti yaa nama In the future men 

Guddis afaan kee dhalootaa 

Kan arraba ittiin hiikatan 

Namummaa keessan ittin baraton 

Develop your mm:her tongue 

That you first speak 

By which you learned your 

being human 

Aftcr nationalizing the newspaper Oromo poetry doomed with the 

newspaper. The beautiful poems began to be replaced by simple 

propagandist verse focusing on literacy the only means by which the 

Dergue was getting much aid from the west and war of Somalia. 

As a result of this, the number of copies of the weekly newspaper 

drast.ically decreased, 
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As Markuria 1994 says 

Before its nationalization in 1976 the number of copies printer! weekly was 

35,000 or about 1,820,000 annually. Immediately after nationalization its 

circulation plummeted by 90%. In 1982183 only 104,000 copies of 

/Jariisua were annually produced. This was 5.7% of what was pruduced 

and distributed before nationalization. 

The decrease in the number of copies of Bariisaa a lso resulted In 

the decrease in the number of literary output because it ,-,.'fiS the only 

means of out let for the Oromo public opinions but IlG' I' under the­

control of the government and used as a political bullet . 

The other aspects of the Dergue, success in " sease the Dergue 

received a UNESCO prize for the "socialist" adult literacy program. Ti,is 

program intended to be given to nationalities language in :'<::thiopia and 

was hoped to contribute for spreading literacy p '·e>gram. At the SaITl~ time 

it was thought that it could contribute for Oromo literature . 

The Dergue ordered certain Oromos as well as non-Oromos WIK' 

speak the language to prepare the literary materials. Soon, like Onesmos, 

thc Oromo language team was established a nd it began to produce 

educational materials that facilitated the literacy. 

The content of the literacy materials were almost similar to the 

Amharic ones. They even seemed Oromo language version of Amharic 

language unlike Onosimos and Aster Ganno's Oromo t t.:",_;':.r, it h :!.'l " 

Ii u k no clements from Oromo oral lit"rature and more ;)1 it ~.)cuse on 

"collectivism" the then political ideology, basic herd '-\"' ~rjllcation an'J 

u s in g improved agricultural materials were a lso tt., (,,;1"" j5~; ue. 

The Dergue literary program was hardly successful and did 

brought little development at all in Oromo lite rary history. There are so 

many reason for the failure among which the major one are listed r, • .'iow 

The use of the Ge'ez alphabet for writing Oromo language and 

other Cushitic languages made it difficult for most people to read the 

m a te rials in their mother tongues. Concerning this makuria 1994 says 

82 



"Those who attended the" Oromo" literacy classes gain no more than an 

ability to identify the various ch aracters of th e Amharic fiddle (alphabet)" 

This was because of the unsuitability of Ge'ez alphabet for Oromo 

language on one hand and the other was the incapability of th e teachers 

th emselves to read the literary materials, fluently. 

The lack of literature in Oromo language war, '''''.;0 the eth er 

problem of th e lite racy progran1. Thus ~ven those who (;a :·. w:mage tu 

learn faced serious problem in reading skills hence re,cjlr\S Jeve10p only 

through read ing. 

Because of these two reasons mentioned abOVe the Dergue lite racy 

program was not successful and the "literate" soon regressed to illiterate 

after graduation from the literacy program and the time sper.t for 

li teracy con s idered as the wasted time . 

Thus the contribution of the socialist literary program for Oromo 

li terature was insignificant for the reason mentioned above. 

However, because they were few in number when compared to the 

whole people, middle class intelligentsia which is very important for 

li terature prod u ction, mostly from abroad the Oromo books began to be 

seen in the m a rket. 

F'olk literature takes up the imagination of maI'..~.' OJ '.,;.no lan!<u~K-' 

students of Addis Ababa University. Besides Fayyisa D",:~:~; "irate his first 

Drama "Kuno Ilaala" (now see it) and his second dra,;: .. ,,'· A--J1:;a Burrt.:"(t1;.:; 

owener of the cow called Bure) 1981and staged i~ ill 1900 Gaddisaa B;nl 

finished his first novel "Waa Lama Dhabu" (loosing tWG things at the 

sume time) in 1984. 

During this time thus, it is possible to say that there wc:--,,: little 

diversified literary genres than in the former period in which poetry and 

religious literature were dominant. 

As soon as the Oargue focused on anti national question s, Oromo 

literature also began to take its third direction (phase) and became an 

instrument for politico-cultura l n a tional movement. 
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The Dergue forbade Gaddisaa's novel, "waf3.ma Dhabu" from being 

published because his book was in Oromo language and he was asked to 

translate in to Amharic to publish it. He said no and then he should wait 

unti l the fall of Dergue to publish his book. 

Bariisaa closed down for unknown reason In 1987 even after 

nationalized and the forum of Oromo poetry turned to other Oromo 

publication out side the country. 

After the Dergue totally controlled the political POW,,). cole Oro,-,1C' 

e lites thought that it was impossible to develop Oromo j8,-,:,-·..l:.l.ge withir, 

th at context. They clearly understood that the AS .. ;i.r{1ilc.ticn policy 

red ressed and continued in the same direction hut with differeI" _ 

magnitude. 

Then after the migration of Oromo in~ellectuals, peasants, 

pastoralists and students swelled the refuge camps of the neighboring 

countries. 

It was here in refuge camp that the Oromo Diasporas literature 

began and showed remarkable change especially among th" intelligential 

group in the diaspora like A~~~ Jalata, Lemmu Baissa Mohammad , 
Hassen, Sisai lbisa , kuwee keemsaa, Mahad Hamid mudde and Ibsa 

Gutama played a great role and became profit writes in the Oromo 

Diaspora literature. 

Magazines such as Oromia Speuks, Bakkalcha .O,O!..r~.Q, ,S.agallee 

Basona (Bulletin of the OLF military activities) and "W'GT:-''''l'-lo'' (organ or 

the OLF youth) began to be published in English a!".c O,-(...-,!O :anguage by 

Urorno refuges in Khartoum in Sudan . The book caJled "OromGlia" was 

also published in 1980 under the name Gada Malba. 

The union of Oromo students in Europe (UOSE) also published 

materials like: Bakalcha, Sagalee Oromo and Kara Wallabumma, 

whereas th e union of Oromo students in North America (UOSNA) 

published Wallanso and Sagalee Wallaanso. 
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For sh or t period of time th ere also exis ted a umon of Oromo 

women in Europe with a separate publication called Oromitittii. 

In these publications there was a great deal of Oromo poetry and 

only few short stories. Some times there were short dramas both In 

counlry and outside which was solely prepared for different occasion . 

The content of this time Oromo literature was high Iv loaded with 

politics, as Oromo politics also embraces culture c.\ ,"'; language 

development and the important point should be touched [·cr·: is OLF. 

To develop Ihe aromo language and bring it oul of [he lIi'g;;;cl Ihal 

colonialism has imposed up on iI. The aLF considered the struggle to 

develop the aromo culture and language as one of the major aspeCls of 

struggle for national survival. Hence its language policy was implemented 

a long side armed struggle from the very beginning. 

As a result, OLF made literacy in Afaan Oromo a requirement to 

become a fighter and Oromo language and Oromo history became a basic 

course for the recruits. The front took the Latin alphabet formally used 

by the union of Oromo Students in Europe (UOSE) with some adaptation 

a nd produced some educational and political literature. In 1982, the 

Huma nitarian wing of the front, ORA, (Oromo Relief .A,:;c:.-,.'~jalion) was 

able to publish a full range of primary ~chool textbooks ar.'_'. ;'eac!ers DUllY.. 

along with teachers' handbook and literacy materials h~' b.,· ·..:;ir,o; . 

After the mid 1980s, elementary education f();- :-ef!.J g~,= children in 

lhe S udan and other neighboring countries was implemented. The daily 

rad io program "Sagalee Adda Bilisummaa Oromo (voice uf the Oromo 

li beration Front also began broadcasting at the same time. 

Therefore, the contribution of OLF to the development of Oromo 

litera lure of that time specifically and for linguistic and cultural revival 

was quite significant. 

To conclude the students movement out of which the Ethiopian 

revolution emerged had impact on the development of this time Oromo 
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literature because most of the wliters dUling this period were th e Oromo 

s tudent activist of Haila Silase regime. 

For a short period of time proba bly for three ·[":':;.rs ",tter the 

revaluation, Oromo literature showed quite a satisf;:.:' ~(KY :::hange ;)Uc 

soon began to demise in the country and began ':0 gCTIT.mate from 0i~t 

s ide the coun try. 

It was during this time that it was fully used for political struggle 

which made the literature itself politico- cultural literature. 

In fact using literature for political purpose is still common in 

Oromo, which has got its root from the Dergue regime. 
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~ ,~ man ou e. Th¢ man was nor rcady to ~i 'l ~r . 11 a r easily, he · ~.J l!IJ g) i~l 
~ ' lJ'S wife . On his way there h-:- saw a don~ (:y r )1 1 ng, dnd pdsse.j bi say:: ~'. 
,;'.l ar on eanh was that!' 

The nJ In wenr to God's wif~ and askt.:; h.: r if hl'f husband WaS in. She' 
-;a:·;', ' Yes, the donke': ;;nu saw now is he. i S<lW nrt man bur d,:;nkey.· I.: 
s,:l id and asked her w1. ;, ' he ....:ame for. She ;;,li .. !. 'YOUI fi rst requt!s r was rig'Hj 

,me has to ask God on ly for peace dnd IO\"f~ ar, .l not !ur wealth. Go '-;:nd tell 
h H' ~ that you don'r wam any wealth bm pedce. 

fh ,: [Ila ll \'/ !.!IU to God and said, ' I don't \v ;l nr a ny :~atr1e,go;:> : " .1 . ,: .~:-.~ .+: 
I '\.}[y ~ef. YOIl:-O give me pc-ace.' Then Go/ lsk{:l, ' \Y ho cold y: , , ~ -0 a~ ~ l:!.e 
ui.?" ','J .)-one.' God reali zed chat rhis wa.c rhe w " rl~ Q( h:s \Vif:. ~- ;::: b~,.,.rr.p: 

v '- i~· 3 r ):'fY· Hi;; anger was demons crated in the furn , of (I storm. rhe ~tO:-~: 
we :,~::' .. ('·jay \' as creared then. God reproveJ hiS wife fo r telling rhe man rhe 
<;t:crc t. Ii,-l.: ro rerurn to rhe man, God gave him peace. 

When rhe man got: ;Jeace his few carr ie rhri ved J. nd nnlriplied. The man 
became very rich and grew very p roud. One da~' lS God was playing sadeeq 
;a board game] wirh him, rhe man said~ 'Ot rht cwo of us, who is wea lth­
ie r?' God said, '1 don't know; bur we will see. Tomorrow, I w ill bring 
together my carrie and you will bring togecher all your cattle: The m<l.O said, 
'How can I bring all of chern into one place? \V'har la nd could take :tll my 
carrIe ?' '1 will cur back the forest and prepare a large enough field; said 
God. The vast field at Dida Liban was made that day. 

The next day rhe man came with a ll hi s carrie. Next came God bringing 
with him his cattle, which are lions, snakes and hyenas. God mixed his with 
che ma!l's. The lions, snakes and hyenas at once killed all the man's catrle. 
Only one he-goat escaped death. 

The man saw what had happened and said, 'God, I have seen that you 
are m ightier and wea lthier. You made the mule barren . You have made me 
empry. Now what am I to do with this one he-goat?' 

'j will bless this he-goat for you; pur it ro graze on a hill. The catrle j have 
r3ker. from you wi ll not be given back to you. I will bless and sanctify this 
he-goat; I will give ir a name.' And God blessed the goat and left the world. 

\\lar ":JITIe upon the man and he sacri ficed rhe goa [ and p rayed for vic­
wry. fil:1r goar is Wayu Bano. Today when (lie Borana go to war they sac­
;-Jiicc.1 he-g .. nH lnd call it ' \Vayu Bano he-go,l[.· 

r ho:' nun gor many spoi ls from the \\" ;.1[_ ;:h ( lUgh he W;IS uilJ.ble to handlt' 
?e:.lL'C 

. \5 C,u/,j .wt! C,l(iayo Galgalo 

rhe tlrSt nun who11l God (:rc,ued w as J Bor .• Il.l ~·,dled Boticho. Boficnu had 
:W;) .\·i\t·:- . Thc j(nior \VJS Borana anJ rhe: JUrn,lr W.1'i Cuii. The senior wife 
[-~(.lm,~ J;..'.illlu,;; ,I i th:: younga o ne and W ,lIFC.i :1 \ kili h::r. Oi~e J.1Y when [he 
., .... ,!:. : '.'. I ' . h 'I . L . .\·:.iH LlI .' '0";: ,ltrt'r r e CHrn:: . r It' ·\r..; WItt". (rl!e scnlo: one) g,l\'(' 
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her sun, Gada yo, I D~-'l.1te ,- rod to kl : tl..! 51 cord wife. As he had been 
ids rru.-::.::d GadaYfJ fb .r,g \ !"Ie rod at her t:',m his .~ :iilg phce. She c.:tme home 
groan;~:g whete B0 ii( ~.o, :Ier husband, rer.'.ovec. :h" rod f-rom her body. Then 
h~ wh;ppcd Gada .I· (1. 

The )euior w;:'t. seein r, the iaill..Lie of her ~irst attempt, pur .. · ... I?::1 a 
"eeond. She mad.: <l spear a ·ld gave ir ro Gada; J . She wid him ro Sl~~· [he 
young "\I·oma n, s!;pp ing the spear through L~e adjo in ing wa!1. Gadayo did 
as he: W~5 ;:-old and rh~ woman was killed . This ·.VOi;' the first appearance of 
death. 

Due ro (he irlo·odU!_.l'.lf of dearh ?n -! :n: !-'.!UI15 c/ eac!, orher, all the 
pc.:op!e unde r Borcho "Gild, If vv "! beg.In tl.! ki.l: -: .-3:(11 u rL .r we do nor want [Q 

live rogerher; we will go (j ll." own way.' 
One group of people g:::'L'tered under a sycamore I rc-.:: a:1'l !'aid, "We are 

Borana' . Another sat under birbirsa trte and called themselves Gllji. A!ld in 
rhis way rhe Konso sat under a r ,)Ck, Somal is serried by the river, the D:u asas 
sat beside an am hill and o thers crossed the sea and became whire people. 
So the family of man d isintegrated. 

Gadavo tan from the face of his people. He travelled for a long time. As 
he went God appeared to him d isguised as a roddler. After exchanging greet­
ings God [the sma ll boy] asked him where ~le was going. Gadayo went on 
wirhout replying. H e '.vent on. And once again God, now as an o ld man, 
appea ted ro Gadayo. He asked him the same question. This time Gadayo 
replied, '1 am look ing for God: 'Why do you search fo r God?; '50 that he 
will give me food , drink and wealth: The old man gave Gadayo many cattle. 
G:J.dayo slaughtered a cow, ate and continued on his journey. ru he went the 
ca trie disappeared o ne by one un til one cow remained . 

Now he mer an old man who asked him where he was going. Gadayo 
told him his purpose. The old man asked Gadayo to give him the cow. He 
gave it to him. Then the old man advised Gadayo: 'If you find God, ask him 
nor for wealth but love.' 

Gada~'o resumed his journey. H e met wi th God, who appeared to him as 
an oid man. 'Where do you go? ' asked the oid man. 'To God: 'Why? ' 'So 
rh ~H He may g ive me love; the love of men, women,and child ren. To ask him 
ro r bw .!rId custom which I could live by.' 

;\nd God dccbred to Gadayo, <I give you love; be sweet. You will be 
ia rhcr ro ~' (J ur people. You will bless rh:!m, You are the reconciler and rhe 
ludge.' (,.1d:J.Yo 3sked, ' [ a m alone; where are the people I will be father to?' 

'Ge h.1(:k in the country where you k illed your morher. There you wi l! 
t'l:hl che ...:hdJren of the woman you killed, the chi ld ren of your father. Rule 
.) ':(' r lr. ~m. · After chis God gave him 3 book (law) by which he would live. 
~I ' h,.: r~";m;}eJ ro his homeland. 

,10 h1:> \ '!3Y b<lck G':HlayO met the o ld man who h:ld given him counsel. 
p~, t~l.; run .hkt'l.. i h im where he came from. (;.1..13Y0 s3id, '1 3m rhe farher 
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of Barana. I return after recei"~ng .aw .. 1"';-\ 'li.· rhvrity.' Then Gadayo gave the 
book to the old man. 

The old man gave [he bOOK tv the 130.::::.na ""ho were under (he sy:"amon: 
tree. They were living togethe .... WIth carcl ~ ant:. a ::.ow ate the b.')ok. They [old 
what happened to Gadayo. He cold rhenl to sla'Jghrer the \ :,)W and the con­
tent of the book was found imprinted t:.pon its ;nrestine. Frc:!D that day 0 0, 
when the Borana want to know a~:(lur something, they sacrifice a cow and 
read its intestine. 

It W:lS in this way that C<, .• ?y~ ;'~"L'h ed r ;l~ Gada law. 

A6 God am! the Poor Miln 

The man was pOOt, with many children .1.:U.C tew came. He went ro God to 
ask for canle (look, this stOry is about the orip,..., ::f our traditions). He went. 
He was to say ro God, '1 have got many chil ... ~_,en, bur I don't have enough 
canle to feed them, please provide for me.' 

God's children were performing some kind of ritual when the poor man 
came. They were at the entrance. When the poor man came they asked him, 
'Father, where are you going?' <To your father; is he at home?' 'Yes, why?' 
He declined to tell them and went in. , " . . He found God and said, 'Father prosper me, make me well.' God said, 
'Go away; I have made you well, I have prospered you. Go.'.He kept coming 
to God for many days. He had only seven canle and each time he rerurned 
home from visiting God he found one cow dead. He wonld skin it,.eat the 
meat and return to God. 'Father prosper'me.' 'Go I have already prospered 
you.' Always it was like this. Now the man was left with only one cow. ',,: 

As usual he met God's children at the gate. 'Father where are you going?'. 
theY asked)llm;,!To your father.' ·'Why?~ This time he responded, '1 am Ii,oor 
I ·have gotomany·t:hildren and nothing to give them. That is why •• ..keep 
coming.Hhen the children advised him, 'Don't talk like-this to O\IIJfath<;r. 
Ask him fodoye; love to the old, to the young, to the,big,;to,the smallilAsk 
for grace and blessing. But don't ask for any canle.' ~ o~" . .,mlt;';. 

He went in to see God and· said, 'Father bless me, establish my 10Ye'With 
Sabo, establish ·my love with Gona [the two exogamous moietiesJ~,with 
friends, neighbours and all; with the grass and all. Make me sweet.' · ... ~ "',,) 

. 'Who taught you to taL~ like this?' asked God. The man hid the truth and 
said, 'No-one but myself.' (Look now sleep is about to be created.) 'You lied 
to me,' said God and killed the man. He stayed for a while after killing him 
and then woke him up. He had only made him sleep, you know. Ii is in this 
way that sleep has come on us. Now God asked him again and the man 
spoke the truth; 'Your children taught me to speak in this way.' 

Then God gave the man a honeybird: 'Take this,' an eagle, 'Take this 
also; a fox and a canlebird [tick bird]. The honeybird leads to where honey 
is foun d. The eagle shows where a d"d elephant is lying [for its ~l. The 
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fox shew..;.. wh ee . I a.p:r is found and the canlebird [which always sits on the 
back .. , ~ -:-auIe", !", JC's I.e-where cattle are fow !~1. 

New the V IaLl. got "1Jeryrhing. H e had bf .• ,:-:n left with only one cow and 
now hi! gOt ever; I rung he needed - c:lrue, camels, elephant's tusk. 

It is in this way that :;leep has C\)."! ) ·~ on us. 
Then God told the man how he shodd pray and perform riruals: 

'Perform yuu.: rio,.1s d~ring the night times.' The mall got everything. All 
the 'p.:or:,;: le- lov~J 'i.:in Ht: w~s greeted by young and old alike; 'abba yoyyaa, 
abb,;.Jf. J ~.Jb~·. :l f':,lu(td::m .)~ affection. 

A7 .Ui::~nu~"tJhm.! :,1 toe Oromo 
Guji, Boran~, A.:. ... l : .a(~ W..lliega - these were one people, one family. It is 
Hawey who bore the;)":. d er hasband is Adem. Only Hawey and Adem were 
living in the land. Tht:!e was none other. Hawey gave birth to fOUL children: 
Baran, Guji, Arsi, and Wallt:ga. Wailega was the youngest. 

One day there came Shetan (Satan). He said to Hawey, 'Hawey, your hus· 
band visits another woman; why do you live with him?' 'Which husband of 
mine? How can there be another person in this world besides the two of us?' 
' Come I ",ill show you.' He took her to a river and she saw her reflection in 
it. Adem carne home. She said, 'You sleep with another woman in secret.' 
'What woman?' '1 have seen her.' 'What has happened to you? Is there another 
person other than you and me?' he said. She brought him to the wate.: 'There 
you both ai,e! ~ she said showing him the reflection. She killed herself . . 

. The brothers grew up. They quarrelled .one day, and the eldest one 
struck the youngest. The others intervened: 'What is the matter?' 'j will kill 
him.' 'How will you kill him?' '[He will be dead] like our mother' . But they 
were unable,to quell. them. Borana killed Waliega.Now Wallega had one 
son. ·iJ ~b~~,-:, . . . . ;v:, ~ ,~ ... ·b-~I-I~..tf i • . i : r.~ < .rr ... !~ 

'U we h2ve come to such an.end, we have,to separate,' they said. Each 
ran awaY>Q;om the other. ,Arsi we!lt .facing Malli Maclina. Borana, went 
towards the east. Guji took to the north, and Wall<ga the way to the \vest. 
Then Borana said, 'j am Borana.' When they asked him why he said so he 
answered, 'Because my mother bore me under the boror nee:' 

Now one man, whom the Arsi today venerate and call Shekana Hussen 
(see Aguilar 1998; Baxter 1990) - this man, God loved him. She kana 
Hussen was Borana, from the Matari·Gadula clan. He was in Agal. Tod3Y 
they venerate him at this place. Sitting quietly he beat a drum dum dum 
dum. The people went and saw him. One hoy thinking he was a sorcerer 
pierced hi.n:! with his spear. Shekana Hussen left the place trailing his blood. 
Fiom Agal by way of Borbor he came to El Dol Dragging his leg he went 
and stopped at Afartu. Qalliti. There he found a sheep. He sacrificed it. The 
pldces that today we call Arer, Sasaq, Debano and Yoyo are the places whcr: 
his blood fell on the ground. 
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01 5 The Hobgudir. ,,,he Ate tbe Herdboy 

A \'c:-y long (ime: a; 0 it ..; s:oId rhat:1 hobgob li n came ro abo: \/ho ..... ,';, ~ ,'erd­
ing L::mels, Fi r.>' it J ev,'ll",.;d the boy, then swaIlO\\lt'd his rni: t(ing'pot an( 
finJllv it devou r.:,1 ': ;-,e tiv(': ca mejo;;. Tht", fa ther who c~me in ~,,::, ',ch of d ;p bo\' 
cried :' . ' 

Have YOll Sl:':B l~.li yo's ,~o n? 

Have IOU seen his m:!king-put? 
~hve /Vll S~('J' rot: il':c camd~: 

~-f, er, hobgobli'l repliLd 

/\ !iyo's son is devourea 
l-iis milking-F ( ' ~ is de\'oured 
T he five camels are devoured. 

[And he are rhe ia rher. i 
Then came the morher of the boy ~lIld cried: 

Have you seen AJiyo 's son? 
Have you seen his mi lk ing-pot? 
Have you seen the five camels? 

Hobgoblin answered : 

Aliyo 's son is devoured 
His milking POt is devoured 
The five cam'els are devou red. 

Now came a woman pregnant wirh twins. She said: 

Have you seen :\Iiyo's son? 
H;we ,...ou seen his milki ng-pot? 
H3\'e you secn the fi\'c ...::amels? 

rh is rIme: hobg.oblln re fused ro .In:,\\'cr. Tht'.e rhe \\'OIl1~l0 g3\.'t" binn to a SOil 

,1I1d ::" d:1Ughrcr, The newlv horn ... 011 ':,ll11e ro hobgoblin 3nd asked: 

Ha\c you s('cn Aliyo's ::>on? 
H.l\'e: you 5 .. 'cn his mdking-\=,\H: 
H .1Vt: ~'ou 5t'-.-n rhe fi\'c ":.lmcb,: 

. , 
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J lJ~ i ' Dun: Children '<j Tales 

Yo ,)goblin an5wt reJ : 

,·\.! iyo's son is devoured 
His milking pot is J evnured 
The fiv(. came ls are Jevol!re:d, ... 

The baby wh o hea rd this .irfud. hubgobli n \ \tirn ;.; .')pe.1r <.md kilh.:d I f, 

D16 The Qallu', Bird 

9 j 

t[ J:, said [hat a v~ ry long rime ago d,e '.~:'i.j1 ... '.\'( m r. ~va!, He \\';!m of: tr, 1 

ta>disr~ m countf)', a country he did !H,'~ kn u\\' ! ' !'i.::r:,d and he shelrer,:d:Jl 
J Sl:'JO C ~a\'e . A stone fe ll 3( rh!" entrance and sea!et· [i'e C?'.JC . : ~O\V a ere;' 
ca.n~ and sat on rhe edge of a pond besIde rhe cavt ;-he crow ~aid ro me 
Qa llu, 'Pond owner allow me watf:r ro drink, ' ' I mayor may not ailow you , 
will YOG su mmon help fo r me?' asked the Qailu, 'Yes 1 will .' said tht crow, 
' Hmv d o you ask for help?' The crow replied , 'I will go to your village and 
cry "Kaak. kaak, kaak ... ' T he Qallu sa id, ' You know no rhi ng, you will 
never drink from my water, go away,' 

Now the crow went av .. ·ay and up cam:: rhe sparrow, She said, 'Pond­
owner allow me warer to drink.' ' 1 ma}' or may !lOt a!!ow yo u, but will you 
summo n help for me? ' ' I will, ' she said. 'How do rOll ask for hdp?' T he bi rd 
said) ' I ,.I;ill go ro your vilbge and =ry: 

The Qallu wem (Q war 
He went co fight in a far place 
He went to a place he doesn'r know, 
It rained 
He sheltered in a stone cave 
A. srone fell on him 
\Vith a heifer and a cow 
Wirh a horned sheep 
Wirh rhong of giraffes' hide 
\Vi rh a belt o f a woman who ga Ve bi rrh 
Go CO him. 

',\h! }'ou know ir. \,(i hat is your name:' sd id the Qaliu, '''·lOther gr;l5s .' sh;:: 
said, '.\ Iy dea r 1\ 1other grass, dip into the wa rer, 'iwi!lg ~' our tJil3nd go,' he 
:;aid. The hi rJ h.Hhed in the pond 3nJ Went ro rhe vJ!l.lge. She pen.:he:d on 
,h~ fen..::: .Uld Sol id : 

The: Q.l!lu \\'~m co war 
H~ \ \ ' t:J1( [Q fighr ;n a f:l r plJ':c 
He Wl'nr to ,1 rLh:e he JQC'sr." [ knLlw, .. • 
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left (he sCene fo: ~ i ...... JlT. ~nc. rh.·:' \ ';"') rr,ear among [he food . The dik*d ik's 
ev fell or. rht: n " 3[, He.- ~(':lVi!lg & 'CW and she stole the meat beiore G ... )d 
rt::urned LO disr-i:)·.lce r{-!,' · :·od ~ l--.e ,:,k·d,k [;'lB aW<1)' \vi rh [he inC:!! and 
s[f)pp-::d in d~c bU(j h:-o et1t it. SUi ;:".{ bt.;O't; ha ... in~ a bit" she hea rd the voice 
()f God and [In ,'i',V:ly agJ.in She (an and r.[Qpp,~(, ro eat. Again she he:ud the 
'IOlce of God , Jnd ran again . rh~ Jik-dik \- ';1S Ui1".: !t to ear rr.c ;T}eal she stole. 

FinaUy God appezl"'ed ro her ::mc..i askec. ner wh y she stole ~he meal. 'r was 
r;anra lizt:d by it; said L! !.: d;k-dik. Geo said: 'Originally I had planned to give 
mrar co you ane! pr:'!s(" to !.1<H;ki!h i. Bur) ~,)W that you have ~aken it before i 
!2:ave it to yOil , ( ~ ~ ... ;: ,1". ;, d<,: .. ::: you · .. ,i: 1 ea r gra:.s .HH.i men will e ':T me:i r. ' 
A.nd it became ;.;, 

That is why t""~:<1Y I.Ji\t ·· '"!·k i~ dway~ <...'1 rh -::- run, and stops for d moment 
bcn .... een the iUfi S. She thin!':. ':;·~.d is at~cr her a'ld srops to listen. 

)\,117 The Camel's Genitals 

God gathered all the animals of the earth to equip them wirh sex org<lns so 
that they could reproduce. Every animal came to God and collected its 
pri\'ate parts. When it was the rum of the camel he went past God without 
sropping to collect his . When God saw t he camel has gone past, he picked 
an organ and thiew it l )wards the camel. It stuck hind-wards. 

That is how the genita l of the :le-camel came to point in the \\-Tong 
d irection. 

, MI8 Leader and Homel The Hayes and the Guinea Fowls 

Hares and Guinea Fowls were holding an assembly when a man came 
across. He asked them, 'You who are sining here, shall I destroy all of you 
or ki ll your leaders?' 

The guinea fowl said, 'Kill the one leader we have; don't destroy our way 
of life. If a leader is killed today, the leader is one man, it is this home that 
gives birrh to a leader. A leader will be born bur home won'r. Ki ll our leader, 
don't destroy the herd.' 

The hares said, 'De-stroy our home; a community who has lost irs It:ader 
is a lose cOlll l11uniry. Don'r kill Our leader destroy our home. ' 

Ir became so. Today you don'r see two hares walking togetherj no-one 
has ever seen ~hi s. Their home was destroyed. One hare gives binh in rhe 
bush anJ runs :! W ;-ly. Bur {he guinea fowls' home was nor destroyed 3nd you 
see tht'" 11l in IJrgt" groups living together. 

Af 19 The POU 't'r of Hannony 

People \\'ho rr J\'e! rogether must nor oppose ea...:h erher. Two men s~r our In 

~ea rr.:h of ( atd t". :\$ they were travelling in the bush one o f them said , 'Look, 
CJtr!t: The orh",; replied , ' I see: And they gar the carrie. Again.1s they WcIH 

Hne () f rh:'n1 ... !!ll. ·L :.>ok, "::1 me!. , TI!t' other rcpiit"J. 'I <:ce: fh..t"y .'!,m rht: 

,V .• I· IJ!· ,.l : ,.\(1'/ ,.':' tal."; . ) ~ 

;,Ul.;..i. ·i. .U)~ i o. rs. '1 S:!t:,' They gOt them. 'Look a dead elephant' '1 ·,;e. 
tOL " .-/~ ) i :J·s ',} \\"~.crc.' tnc.e is norh:.:lg anJ ;;a.ys 'iook·. Wh c· r. the oth, r ~,,; . .: t: ~ 
'1 s 'c' ,h,..: ill .;.~e;.,;,tem object cor.-,es inro cxis t!:nce. j 

One mJ. 1 • .lW th"m 3.110 sa id, '!'!ease J have ~o .:.!rrlc; rake mr: \': .;:11 y:.W . 
! hav ... llfi money r~ ke !L' ,,!ith you: They refus~d ro take him. j :e asked 
th f~ lll .. vhf ~hcy refused Inr·, . They rolc h im, ' \x"e Me afraid th;tt yo u \Nil! 
.:.. ppose U:. \'(/ /" don'. dis~gree 3mong ourselves. \X"~ agrte with each Ot."": _~.' 
H e !-- -:,,~ged rhl!:n, '1 will not disagree with YOII, pleas.:: my Dwthers take me.' 
. ~y ri'.:f.t '.-V,: wi1j ~ ."'ke you; bur don't oppose U5=.. Tomorrow \, . . ", -1,1 :,.,1 

(,.':.t:(~.t:! . elF: :·ea.:y,' .hey 3<lid 
~ h _ y ... !: it (( g' rher i 1 .he morr.ing. 'Look ca rt J~!' ·Whe:'e ?' :;;ai -: the n ... ' ! 

m .... p. " t:j (t...tTe wert no tattle. ':Look (::tmel!' '\Xihere:' They got none. 'Lovk 
goats ~ ' F:.~ ·: gCt ;.(...oe. 'Look. honey!' 'Where?' The~ gOt honey. 'Look a 
deau eleph.1.lw!' 'Where ?' he said and they gO[ none. 

They returned h()me t:J.lt Jay empty handed. \X1hen the)' got home tht:y wid 
the man to go away from them. They banished him and resumed rheir olu WJy. 

Now: 'Look ~arrle!' '1 see!' And they got rhem. 

1\120 The Wise, the Coward aud the Brave 

T:uee men: one wise, one coward and the orher brave said to each ot~.er, 
'They say then::: is a land where humans eat humans. Let's go and see if it is 
true.' They set out and arrived at the land of the hobgoblin, Two of them 
stayed behind and the coward entered ,the house of the hobgobl in. The hob­
goblin asked, 'From where did you come?' The coward told him. Then the 
hobgoblin asked, 'Have you ever heard that in this area humans eat 
humans? ' ' j have, bur I am not alone, I have a fri end; one man only is no lise 
to you.' 'Go and call your friend,' the hobgoblin said. 

He, the coward, retu.rned to his friends. 'H,lVe you seen him?' asked the 
brave man. 'Yes! saw him. Let's go together again.' The (','10 returned to the 
hobgoblin's house. 'Where did you come from" the hobgoblin asked the 
brave rnan. 'We heard that you eat men and we came to see for ourselv~s.' '00 
you have friends?' the hobgoblin asked. 'Yes we h:lVf' one.' 'Go and cal! him.' 

They wem back to {he wise man Jnd told him, 'They iO!d us th:1t [hey 
will devour us. Once we have come here there is nO ' 1,'3]" we could esc::tpe. Ir 
is your turn to go, and we came to tdi you.' 

The wise mall came. ' How are you?' 'How .1fe YOli?' [g recrin£s with ~hc 
hobgobliil.J Thc wise one sa id to the hobgt)blin, ·L! : .. IlS (he l113.r; we \ .... ill 
pass the night hac.' The hobgoblin killed ..1 ("ow tor rh>:' m .IOU rhty ~w.' . Th en 
said the hob£ob~in, 'You have earen me~H, now wt t .:" n W3nt to h;t'il.! s')rn t' 
meat: He was ready w kill them. 

'JUSt before that: s3id the wise onc, 'I h;]w news i'c,r YOll, rCCCJ\e Ie from 
me. l WJ:::. in th:: .::ntmy bod figh~ing :l ban!e. I he:.:!::-~l .lOOI!! nll1 ,"lei C:~f!-:t' 
from ~hC l ::. Do :- OH prt:tt.!V eat three of lie> or ~io ~· o'.· ."'.lrJC m.!n;: tnc:r., ~,lP' 
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,;;,; -"-ir. 
''l!; Ii. ~ " rr L- ~ - I ___ 

.~~-r . F." 
\ .. ?,' /~fFr """ )llJ'"J "lCTROGIL"U', OF 'U.\YoM ~A>"I ; .\P .... : [ ,t" 
iZiff-W-I . thou!,h w,~ ha V'~ D J ! t.-aS(I:1 r;.t-latsMv c r to ent-erbin t he beJ i~f th .; ~/I~ll~:' 
_,l;; -.3e1.: ( bac ~ver ~tu:\led ul.o\lcrn h~guistics, or was acqnainted w1th lr ~ . O!H.".(J .. ~. of th ~ pt (lLO!ITle. lt 15 !l.,""'>rthele~:'. the case that his ,.nting :~ystem i. Rin'llst ~ entl!dX:-E-ho~f!J.l r;. th~ ~ i ' tQ,.S3-Y, it 1S :l 5ystem achIeving the ideal ./ )u:-t one 't ",aphic symbol for eae\ .. hono!o~call)" distinctive 'o1!ud of the j'n<;t,"~" In t .!" ~ne or t".-o poiuts, however. it 15 not comp letel~' phonemiC ~~i It is ..clear f::-oni to. study o.f Easrero Oromo t,hat [k] and [xJ arc reaUy I ', !i:..;-_I '.:"'" of , ,,e sa",e ~'himem'. I r. long intel"Voc.lic occurrence; " r \,'hen folh, ·.nl': ~ lit'.jd 0-;' na~:~ 1 1(0 find onl .... fkJ. while in short, inten'oc:llic Ott '.'., ::.1 - ,:;:-

tj :l ,t.;l: ': r~ od [y~, '\Yo!'d,inil iall\' , howe\· cr. t hl ~\\'o ,;(>und~ a rc in \';H ),i·\ · , t" 
\ 3. 1!'l~·j(, h is ·,\'ltn!::ssc.l rdhe; n;rely in t.he exa.mpli! :;c nrenct:~ ; :.,: 7', ~ ,\~.:, h i1!.: ::;t-rat'! the u.~c"f th,~ orthography; see- F ig.:J, in tht: ';i!\: ;:,i E~·" '\ 
rind ~~It (1 t1e~t~pn Maq.iinl<~ enuu ' \Y lvtt is '.'OUI mllnc ?' Tt i-: \\T!tt,~n u·th 1,' Sb3ykh Ci;\kri's orthogr<lophy and in Erhiol:Jic. Later on in t hf' thirit"''!!~:h line, 
we find t!1e phrase obo!eyan ke ' your brother '. In the nrst CJ,;e the p r)::;"-;€SSl\'C 
ke is treated ~.s an encli ~ic am' .:; incc it t hen follows the Jla::"''l.l i ~ speHC'd wlth kX. 
\\'b.ile in the second case it is not treated as an enclitic and i-; :--IJcllC'll w-it h xX, On t.he eighth line t.he first s:,nbol of kataban ' wri ting' i.-; ,;11 , whi]'~ th r finfll 
word of the IMt line Kabira ' proper na.me ' has kII initially, A further indica-

C 
{l >J ~ If J"' ~ ~1ir J"' ~s.,:J' 0,3 jl, ... 

) ro i.r Yof-'+:n 'r)'f'j"' r~T: l{~;' 

! 
tion that the [k]: [:x] distinct ion is a subphoncmic one app~a r:) i~l tho "f'f;!ling ~ of beke • I know ' ~::m line 4. In the Shaykh' s orthography the sound {l ~l) is 
spelled with xV, but in Ethlopic with 11 •. The fact tha.t an attempt wa:; ma.de in this case to distinguish what are dearly only allophones may \'ery \felt be e~-plain~ as a hypersensiti.:--ity to phonetic distinctions brought aoout. ip' 
Shaykh Ba.kri's awareness of the phonemic contrast of !! : t in _\.rabie, A.nother mat ter that appeArs to challenge the phonemic ideal is tht; fact 
t.hn.t there are two symbols each for hand s, though :l.1! competent !iJl!;ni .. t ~G 
descriptions are fairly unanimous in according thi,: langu?-ge only one h (iaryng.!:ll fricative) phoneme 14 and one s (alveolar sibilant) phoncln{,. Th~ UHltricc:; ur Figs. 2-4 , as well as the. accompanying illustrative sentences. are unhelpful in this caSe, for h1 and b! are used in what A.ppe..1.r5 to be a quite Wlprinciplcd wa,v.ll 
\Vhen, however , we examine Shaykh Ra"k.i 's (lwn use of hi and b

2 
(at lca<;t in 

the 1\-18 of the ldtcr sh"o\yn in plate I ) we discovcr t hat b
l 

is cn:pl()~'W ,on­
sistently to represent t he !JT.rngeal fric.'\ti\-e, while h~ is nsed lld y to repre.':'cnt. 

'. \ : 

.' 

1 ~G ~~ ~ T~ ~ ~ (lfo~) ;11, 
:Bcft. r;,. ~.C: "( ~ ~ , Ln 1-,. '" 

·1. 

,'1. !. 

1 ~lft, ~ < o1i.,B~ 1.1Ja&9:,'f/lu 
FIG. 5 

it) il~ right . Ist [orms ;l rc no t thelll:)d \"e~ U,,;t, tl in \\l'it iu.!!. 
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a voiceless pbary ngcal fri cat.j .... c. Thc ht tcr occurs. of (."(ltm:e, only in word:,­horrowed from ,\r:l.bic. , :\5, for eXtimpl(', in the proper nalll(,S l:fi\1nid. A I,I!l :;ll , 
anti Fii.ra~, all of \\'hich ;tPPP,H in line 3 of the letter, It -;:':"Ill ::: !nCn lhnt It Wil.~ Shaykh Bakri 's intention to Jll aintain rhe .-\ r:.\hi~ di.~t ilj!"~!lln ill '.rritt ~11 Url:OI(', 
though it seems \)[ld. rhat h~ :lpne:u3 in the Il\n in Ilwt rix nf .. yn,k·k r;H hl'r rkll1 
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\\'alaloo{;J. 1< Abb:l3 \V31a100 \~"\,~2 ' i it} .( romoo" k:1.D 1:!han, Sheik B3krii Saph:llon walaleo i?: kl :d~"1a g::1riin kana . 

.I:1ugal Yo..: -;'~ootan I',·! .l lc':. 

Sheek Ba.krii Saphalnl') 

Janga1yoo gootanmalc:e, tolaan :·!Ii..~::":'-" '· ~ " :'I ['1ilI~ i 
Mul'arumaaii j ira", harllJPj cimam 1 Jhro;:;";;, 
Gabrichummaa uffattee if gombisteehin rafl1 ~: ; 
J eoyna logaa adi i huqqatul lee bin tumanii 
Hingarta'lii ifcinaa warragabroamadiduu 
Karma joeynoota biraa dhiira Kibbaa Yarnanii 
Diu iga loh1.1 godha'li i, reefkllna jaaiiatanii 
Baharwajlija lolaa,da~[atti guurnmanii 
Akkas yoo taatan rna lee dadaan naxal' 'tin horanii 
Beeki arra 5aara dadaa k'U1Tl .. "'li miizanawanii 
Guntaa tahuWl najisaa dhiiga maleenhin dhiqarnuli 
Akkllgooftaa ta' aniif dhiiganamaa limanii 
Tuutaxalaatadhufee biyyanarnaafalamuu 
BakkaYJllil1aadhawaahagagargardiigamanii 
Dirgim !0l<un god.~ iyyat.?_'lii himatu 
Karl iyyatec dirmachuli bakkllyyu haahimanii 
Bartuffateajabeewarri oarnaanujajee 
Ummatllrrul1aan dhoklltee akkllhattutti dhumanii 
Eessat1i badee, dhokatedilli B;:;-~ento (Oromo) dhale Ummami i-..-uun mill'atee b;kkaitl j r.aallam.anii 
Yoo guddinaaogoloocaal?Sl rri: i'.vwa Kudhanii 
Ar'aakkJ guUL'lll mi lioyoor.ati..!iydamit h.-unoo amanii 
Dur wam m.onoo goofi_32dha J lanul~ f;!dhe hin tlIQ2tu 
Lo II i jab. ',"1 dhabtee )'00 xiqy) rrti idharr.:mii 
Ar' a akbll1u in S3Sa'li i h: LXlLXj a"huu dhatanii 
Usan Sid::L-1..rnasodaa c.1L.fUggu.l.iU himanii 
Tok..k:.ohin sossoohu klmooor..~l biYv'a; mataa 

~ t(, 
L2.1.Itu s.ha.:'1 yii Oromoc t~~11.:1n; "a1' l.l JTI:!.L12..:"":1! 
Jihb?~l1ti moodhugu..."Tl.W.ji1aJ . .1J·~ " a.:. "hm qab2..i1li 
?\ uma dhu.nma sodaaf\. :-:"'0;1 n "::;'{ .. :mn l!Da. '1ii 
Humti h!:l kafaltu ga'"l.l . ClIna g:1'fUTIuI:l2 diduu Hinoggalchiiftuodoo kJ .. '""idhib.l~ ~ t.Uud~·l!Tlanii 
Hangarn Jaz.aa'ir(Algerii!~ i,)l~ biibuqt'"li~:.! fudh3tee 
Lolatti rnisaala tahee 'c~~::" !~"iUITlaa : ,i ~2.ni; 
Y 00 narn.ru isaa iafeeba!cbyyurnaandhawanii 
KLLI1 kum tok..T-ccoficinaa w~';·.ni xa1aatr~ fixee 
Ak..i...:asunla2l1 adaww;i !nukatt~ ; !'l. '..i.mqumati ii 
/\r'a blOoo biEsaa C! ..... l: r~j..:. "?'l., l jJ..:t~ ::i.mee 
Namn.i hund.aa.T1 kahaj , ~ .... ir:ni ;b.t" r;,.-\2(' ~ :1"lanii 
Garjaleen sihii, ka'i (j:u.JlOh·.'a.t, ;j. l~OO ;a'anii 
Warri akkakeet;i hedduu kandhoY;3,;i cihum"nii 
\V alfilwii jibbannaall bit1iin tahuun bruf i 
Akkas Sidaarruti gaman gabbataJtii quut2.nii 
)'00 kun Islaama tal,e yoo kuun Kiristaana taht! 
Hammajinlu adunyaa waaaddahin fuudhama'lii 
Akka cabsuuf sossoobee gar gar Sidaamni mure" Fot1oysinaan waldhabeeakbsit1i moohamanii 
T arl kutte nuuf qacacaa, tan dhuftu taan dara!ii i 
I ftisa qnawa tokkoon lama hincirtiinamanii ? 
Si akkamitti Sidaarnni badaan.nurratti bulee nagasee 
Asitti nyaata arkanrr?.an gabbatanii cimanii 
Shaggarwaraanni taheedhiig:1i g:3:1~2.ba..'1 ee 
Hin anfariirru odoo h.-um dhib shanuu du'ani i 
l 'okkichumm<laujirugargarbahuundhumuu 
Warn addaan baheachi buutee hin hima'lii 
\V alitti qabuu agarraan bitti in gocL1UU hamilee 
Kadurdhufuus lohlm;,afdirgin tahee baqataa 
Tan qabariisda:huIJ'l..la ~eenya1i rna;} garnanii 
Kanqo!qolaaweh0.,:t' 'lou bi ~/yateenyadhufe . 
Hauichiilecn ni kUi11C yuocubbull.:1 J...'.lIDJ..iui 
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BoruunFPan'L'''' 

S ilC'" 'k Bakrii Sapr,;doo 

Bornun fi 'amee oi gaangeemoo sigealaz ', 

lfii mi'a!ee samw Destaazigaalaa ? 

Simalee !::,.1<,;' _ uC'"aLI'J.<.J.i ~a'.;atee jiraataa 

Xilaatadr 11\ ,', 'c ~.~.~:.~ : t',C1!.:iiisa laaJaa 

Odooati 111 ':: .5(l:!!:c..~J. !nbuubll mate 

Eessaa Des;:iltaan o;..~) li.'P lllSi dhaalaa 

Boruuka'i waasadii nhc,;/l"lfI.Sl geessee 

Isii a'amuun yoo namaatii gubaaIaa 

Afaan Oromoo, dachii, kan sadeessoo G; ini i 

Azaaba kamii balaan sitti buutecaalaa 

Magaa harnaan ofii badaduu si faaJaa 

Amrii tahuufjiraanu ka beeh:u Waaqaa 

Karaadhugaa gorii,loli ! dhiisi faa!aa 

Hir1ee jadhee garii kijibaani nyaataa 

Biraa tari waan qushaashamataagulaala:; 

Bornu hin mamittii DeS5itaa !aboobi 

Innuuhin badadu gudaadadhufesi laalaa 

Y 00 kaa ganamii, fagaattuus Odaaitti Ya2IJ1ii 

Yoo akhii a,w,aate korn yaarni Zuqaalaa 

Hulaa ifriit Dessiraan kumaani guutaa 

lsaatu ibliisdilii durbaasecaalaa 

Karaa bauii nadhoosi duraa qaceelchee 

llaali guyyuu ktuna:irJ dhalataa diqaalaa 

Nama gola di in Islamn f> xuuftaa'a 

Durnu hin jiranil awaaj~oduuhalaaJaa 

Garuu du'ahin oolarli i amattii tat-aadii 

Lolii du' i yaa Boruu, bonmf misaalaa 

Boruu hin manlitti i Dessi taa I;JJoobi 

Xilaata ar'aa badaa!:asasuun bilaashii 

Waraan un" kee i t'i kaaftu kruaan !.-utaa! aa 

Badaan mari in sitr~'" ti'ut.:!.ehingodaanuu 

Marii dhajenDaaIl ee':saa' lorittuusi la21aa 

Hineeh3..rninii ;.dlaa tl .11?ri ; d.:l~ 
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llmaasqam 3..2..i' m.:m!J ln'I' ·om L"l.,""2.:.;!-\ : 

lvic.r:w; jimaa yoo taatc ~imee cao32J3:.i 

!lnali k~ ; , ' J' .... ka nyaatu hedduu n12!al.1ch.: 

j V~;: :.~ · ,it.? .~i r r.'!e iall,i :.'00 fecle 21'gUll m3ga.aJ~ ~ 

Gi ddiin Bilisni Siin Saramuu 

Sheek 8::k. ir S;;phalC{l 

Giddiin bil isrj siin S3J:!!llUU 

H ill ganuu gafarsilleen run 1; 'am UL! 

Oromo tan raftu taatu malee 

N amni kuun tuifatamee hin bi lame 

Tuffiifdidan maqaagosa ifi i 

ElemoUeenja'anAlooAlamuu 

Oborraa god han maqaa A b~JTa3 

\Vaaqoileegarte \Varqee godh2.:'":1uU 

Oroma ja 'aT} h'1lIlOO llmaroo 

Maqurnmaan durqabanuu dictaInuu 

Dessit2aja)anDasiididani i 

Kan D&~ii ja 'ee a.tcka wzan diramuu 

Da:;~! taa. '- g ahbara. '1:te n.:!gasaa 

K~nBo ·tm::gadgombifamee qu'amuu 

Lafalk~:leddu" ii.U;ire maqaa 

K3 maqaad,!!dh3WC:: se.-nee ?::J r. UL! 

Orom(I tokk{'\ tar-.uu dhabut! 

Durntu '~argar!"_1.n~a? .. fhin fiia.,rnuu 

!-finriigee \V'al fiJaf32 hin j i' irj i 
Kanu..rn."'Tlaan :{li ~aIeehin tuqarnuu 

Kanar:hil gi' J( -e.'~I·~ii rjdha:u 
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