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Balabbal 

Birr 

GLOSSARY 

An Amharic term that refers to local officials assigned by Amhara 

settlers. Bal:tbbnlS were responsible for collecting tribute and for 

settling disputes. 

Ethiopian currency. 

Dejazmach An Amharic term that refers to high military officials in the 

traditional Ethiopian mi litary st ructure. 

Ensct 

Gebbar 

Huchato 

Kcbcle 

Malawo 

A banana- like green fibrous food crop widely grown in 

southwestern and south cen tral Ethiopia. Wcsc is the vernacular 

name given to the plant by the Sidama. 

An Amharic term given to indigenous inhabitants of fief who owed 

tribute and labor services to Amhara sett lers. 

A Sidama term that literally means" asking for favor." The Sidama 

use this ternl to identify a type of marriage and a form of labor 

sharing arrangement. 

The lowest ti er in the current administrative structure next to Worcda 

(district). It is the basic organization of the rural community in 

charge of tax-collection, land distribution and re-distribution and 

sett ling disputes. 

A local Sidama drink usuall y prepared for ceremonial occasions and 

work parties. It is prepared from honey. 

Negarit Gazcta Official Gazett~f the Ethiopian government in which all federaJ 

Region 

Terr 
Wasa 

Worcda 

Zone 

slate legislation are published. 

An administrative tier next to the Federal ational State. 

One of the indigenous cereals grown in Ethiopia. 

An edible product of ense! plant. 

An administrative set up next to zone but higher than Kebele. 

An administrative unit between Region and Woreda. 
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Abstract 

The study finds out that hoe-cultivation has been and continues to be the 

dom inant system of agriculture ill Sidama. Ilowcver, at present peasants in some 

parts of the Sidama have adopted plough cultivation. This study reveals that 

irrespect ive of the farming techniques used men playa pivota l ro le in both food 

and coffee production. Iloeing/pioughing, ferti lizing, sowing, planting, weeding 

and harvesting are the major agricultura l operations carried out by men. Women, 

on the other hand, are mainly invo lved in manuring and processing the Sidama's 

important staple, cnset. Thus, the study argues that Boserup's ( 1970) generalized 

account of women's dominance in hoc system of agriculture does not hold true for 

the Sidama. 

The study reveals that, in Sidama, the gender divi sion of labor in agricultural 

production persists over a century's dramatic socio-economic and politica l 

transfonnation. The Sidama undcrwent changes, among others, in the customary 

tenure system, cropp ing patterns and agricultural technology. Despite these 

changes long- establi shed gender roles remain unchanged. In addition, this thesis 

exhib its an identical gender-based division of labor in both coffee and food 
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producing areas on the one hand, and in hoe and plough cultivation areas on the 

other. Thus, the findings of this study suggest that the types of agricultural 

technology, land tenure system and cropping patterns do not adequately explain 

the pattern of gcnder roles in agricultural production. 

Before land became a scarce resource polygyny was the dominant form of 

marriage in Sidama. At present monogamy is the major type or marriage. 

Ilowever, some Sidama men who have large and dispersed plots of land sti ll 

practise polygyny. The persistence of polygyny can be attributed to the Sidama's 

heavy reliance on cnsct production in which women are indispensable mainly in 

manuring and processing it and Sidama mcn's strong desire for many chi ldrcn. 

This thesis argues against the proposition that claims the existence of a 

relationship between bridcwealth and women's dominance in agricultural 

production. Bridewealth is the only form of marriage payment in Sidama, but men 

are important actors in agricultural production. Bridegroom's parents transfer eash 

to the bride's parents not in exchangc for women's agrieulturallabour. The study 

argues that bridewealth payment in the study area mainly entails the transfer of 

exclus ive righ ts to a husband and his kinsmen over children. 
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Preface 

This thesis attempts to describe the current pattern of gender roles in agricultural 

production among the Sidama of southwestern Ethiopia. It explores whether the 

historical changes in land tenure systems. agricultural technology and cropping patterns 

had any impact on the 1011g established gender role in agriculturul production. TIle study 

is also concerned with the association between form of marriage payment and type of 

maniage, on the one hand, and women's role in agricultural production, on the other. 

The thesis is organized into seven chapters other than the summary and conclusion. The 

first chapter is an introduction. which embraces the statement of the problem, research 

site selection. objectives of the study. Significance of the study, research methods. and 

lirnitations of the study. The literature review is presented in Chapter Two. Chapter Three 

provides background information on Sidama and the areas In which the fieldwork was 

conducted. 

Chapter Four is concemed with the marriage practices and the form of marriage 

payments that exist among the Sidama. Th is chapter also discusses the practice of 

polygynous marriage both in its present and past forms. An attempt is also made to 

understand whether the prevalence of polygyny and brideweaJth demonstrates women's 

dominance in agricultural production. 

In chapter Five women's access to and control over resources like land. livestock and 

crops is discussed. The different sections of this chapter explore whether women's access 

to land improved with the historical transformation III the land tenure arrangement. 

vii 
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It also deals with the differential access different categories of women have to resources 

and the fruits of their labor. 

Chapter Six discusses the culturally prescribed gender·based division of labor and the 

various work panies used among the Sidama and the role the lWO genders play in these 

work parties. 

Chapter Seven describes lhe role women and men play in the production of different 

types of crop grown in the study areas. It also explores the variations in gender roles 

between the two specific sites where different types of crops are grown and different 

types of agricuhural technology are employed. This chapler looks mto whether the 

change in cropping pattern and agricultural technology brought about a corresponding 

change in the allocation of tasks between men and women, Following Chapter Seven, the 

Summary and Conclusions are presented. 
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C IIAIYI'EIl O,\ E 

Ii\TlIOIlLCTI Oi\ 

This chapter discusses the research problem, research site selection, objccti\'c~ nnd 

sign ificance of the study. Methods of the research ;lI1d limitations of the study arc :'11so 

the concem of this chapter. 

1.1 S lutcllIcnt of the problem 

A number of studies have nDled that women playa key role In African food 

production (Boscrup. 1970, Goody, 1976: Bryson, 1981). In quantlWtJ\,C Icnns, their 

partic ipation in food production IS cSllInatcd as high :JS 60 percent and even 80 percent 

in some African countries (Zcncbc\\lork, 1982). 

Ethiopian women, IhOllgh their degree of PUl11clpaiion may vary from one culture (0 

another, play important roles in the production of food crops. M;tior agricultural 

activ ities such as soi l preparat ion, planting /sowing, weeding, manuring. harvesting as 

well as storage arc carried out by women (l Ianna, 1990: Almuz, 199 1). Sidama 

women, as their counterpans in some parts of EthioplU, arc cnguged in agricultural 

activ ities. Their domains include manuring. har\'estlllg, stonng and processing of the 

major staple crop, cnsct. 

With regard to cross-cultural \ariatlons 111 gender roles, a number of researchers have 

attempted to provide various theoretical models. Boserup ( 1970) and Goody (1976), 

for instance, note that gender roles vary among sOCIeties dependmg upon the 



agricultural technology they usc In crop pnx.lut:tion. They ;!Iso suggest Ihal there IS an 

associatIon between gender rolcs and I) pc of marriage and fonn of marriage payment. 

Earlier writers, particularly functionalists tended to mIstakenly suggest that patlcms 

of gender roles in African agricultural production .... ere rigid. 1I0\\'e\'er. II is 110\\­

widely recognized that since gender-based dinsion of lahour is a social conSlnlct, it is 

invariably subject to change through time due to ,"uriolls social, economic and 

political factors. Examples of change factors arc cash crop prOdw.:lion, Introduction of 

plough ing and the application of modern agricultural inputs, the aboliuon of 

customary land tenure system and the Implementation of ill-prepared rural 

development programmes (Boserup, 1970: Me;ld, 1976: Tinker, 1976: Rogers, 1980; 

Caplan, 1981; Eviola, 1985) 

Gender as an issue has recently become a concern of academics and practitioners In 

Ethiopia. However, as a review of gender-related literature IIldicatcs, In Ethiopi" the 

changing aspect of gender rolcs in agricultural production and the relationship 

between gender roles in agricultural production lind types of marriage and forms of 

marriage payment arc some of the Inadequately studied areas which need systematic 

investigation. 

This study, therefore, seeks to understand whether there is any relationship. (111 the one 

hand. between systems of agricultural production and, on the other. gender roles, 

mamage pattellls, and forms of marri;lge payment In vie\\ of the e)(lstlllg debates. 

the study also investigates aspects of the effects of the introduction of plough 

agriculture, the abolition of customary Jand holdlllg system and the II1troouction of 

coffee production on the long-standing pallelll of gender roles in agricultural 

production among the SidmlUl. In Sidama, as elsewhere, there arc dlffercnt categories 
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of women. This study. therefore, tnes to uJcnlify thc \i1ncd rolcs \'omen 01 dllfcrcnl 

marital statuses play in agricultural production and thc dlffcrcnllal access thc} ha\c to 

impol1ant resources. 

1.2 Object ivcs or thc Stud y 

The study has the following general and sl>ccific obJectl .... es: 

u) Gcneral Object ivcs 

The general objective of the study is to describe the varied roles that different 

categories of Sidama women play III agricultural production and to document the 

impact of cash-cropping, changes III agricultural tcchnology and the land tenure 

system on the reallocation of tasks between men and wOlllen illllong the SldJIll;t. 

Exploring the relationship between gender-based diviSIOn of labour in agricultural 

production nnd the prevalence of polygyny and bridcwealth, IS the OIher general 

objective of this study. 

b) Specific O bject ives 

The specific objectives of the study arc the following: • 

I.To explore gender roles in productive aCllvities such as crop and ]I\·estock 

production, honicuiturnl production and other farm and off-farm actlvlllcs. 

2.To examine the nature, Iype. and extent of control and usufruct rights the different 

categories of Sidama women exercise over resources such as land. livestock, and the 

products of their labour. The study also ill\esti gales the nile of proPCl1)" Inhcriwncc 

that prevails in the Sidama society. 



3.To investigate the difference In gender roles In agru.:ultural prodU\;tion I'lct\\cen hoc 

and plough agricultural arcas and to assess whether or not the introduction of colrec 

and the change in land tenure systems brought about a reallocation of tasb bet" cen 

men and women. 

4.To explore the role of women and men In the domestic sphere (food processing, 

cooking, child rearing, hOllse and b:1nl clc,mln g, ctc.) 

5.To assess the relationship between the Sidama farmmg system ,md the practise of 

polygyny and bridewealth payment. 

1.3 Signilic:lIlcc of (he study 

The findings of this study arc expected to sen·c practical as well as academic 

pUllJoses. It is apparent in Ethiopia th;1( data pert:lIIl1ng to gender roles in agncultural 

production is scarce. The study, therefore, provides baseline dilla for development 

planners, poli cy makers (lnd development agents. Moreover, the results of the study 

may help as a point of departure for other rese;lrchers who want 10 pursue fur1her 

study in the arc'l. 

1.4 Rcsenrch site selection 

Shebcdino wored:.t of the Sidama Zone "as selectcd as the rcse:lrch arc". The 

researcher's familiarity with the woreda is the fin;t rationale for selecting It. As 

indicated before the study is intended 10 find out whether there is a difference in 

women's roles in agricultural production between areas of hoc and plough cultivation 

and to assess the impact of coffee production on gender roles. The e:-:.istence of hoth 

coffee and food crops and the twO different systems of llgneullllral production III the 

worcda provides ajustification for its selection as a research site. 
, 



In order to examine the impact of c'I'h . d . ,s cropping un the Intnxiu(tmn ul ploughmg on 

the long-standino i!ender roles In 'I"· I I _. . ~ ~ • ~ncu tura pruullctlon In .. I l'omp<'lrali 'C per I)(',:tl\ C 

1\\0 kcbclcs characterized b) sl I II· d·f· . Igl 'i I (erent Icalllres \\ere .. elected: T'arcmil''''';1 

and FuJassa Aldad~l . The I ·fi wo SpeCI IC research sites were chosen on the grounds thut 

both arc access ible areas with v~lIied cropplllg patterns and systems of agricultural 

production. 

T 'al'c rniess<l is an area of predominantly hoc-based agriculture where coflee IS the 

dominanl crop. Fuhlssa Aldada, on the other hand, IS an area charactcri/cd hy 

plough cultivat ion where maize is thc m:lin crop. Thus the selection of the two slles 

enables us to have a comparative understanding of gender roles III thc two different 

systems of agricultural production, namely hoc and plough, and In coffec and food 

producing areas. 

1.5 Research !\ lethods 

The fieldwork was condllcted from mid September 10 end of December 1999. Data for 

this study were collected through :1 combination of differcnt tcchmques. The methods 

included household survey, di rect personnl observation, key informants Il1Ierview, 1Il-

depth interview, and individual case studics. Since it was chfficult to obt:un dat'l 

pCI1aining to historical changes from written records It \\:lS necessary to rely heav")' 

on the accounts or elderly informants. With the assistance of Kchclc ch:urpcrsons, 

schoolteachers and Kebcle Development Agents (D.A) tcn elderly informants. threc 

women ::md seven men wcre selccted rrom the twO research sites. of \\hom four ''''ere 

key informants. Discussion with these eldcrly Informants was hcld individually and 

on group bas is, depending on the topic of discussion. Thc diSCUSSIOn '''IS m:unly 

focLlssed on Sidama history, changes in the Sidama econOllllC hfe in general ami in 
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gender roles in patticular. Changes In the lanl1 tenure arrangements. the cxpan'ilun 01 

Menelik Empire towards the Sidam;l1;lIld and the compmtllOn and lhstnbtllion of 

lineages and clans were al so di scussed. In addition In cllIerl) mfonnanls. (\\ent) SIX 

inrormants, nineleen women and seven men, were chosen from different age groups, 

varying marital statuses and econOllllC b<lckground. These mformants werc chosen 

lIs ing purposive sampli ng method. or the Iwenty·six inrormunts rmutcen, ten women 

and rour men were drawn rrom T'arcmicss:t Kchclc, whde eIght womcn anll four 

men were taken from Fulassa Kcbclc. 

The interviews, except a rew, were conducted in Kalil Sid:IIIl U, the mother ton£ue of 

the Sidama people, with the assistance or two hi lingual development agents (0. \~). 

\vho worked in the two selected research sites. 

A small household survey was conducted on eighty households of the t\\() kchcles. 

fourty in each study area. Systematic random sampling mcthod was employcd tn 

se lect these households. The sampling frame w:tS taken from Ihe list of kt.'hl'lc 

residents kepi in the two· kcbclc offices. The aim of the su rvey was to obtain 

quantitative data on, among others, land·holding size, number of livestock, number of 

wives and use of hoe and plough. 

Apart from the primary data collected from the field, ~cc(1ndary data \\ere <tlst) u 'd 

particularly to describe the research sites. Second.lry daw were ohtained from \Hillen 

documents, CSA su rveys and statistical bulletins, and Worcdn Agricultural Office 

reports. 
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1.6 Limi tatio ns of the stud )' 

This stlldy has t\'\"o main limitations. FII1)t, though the Sidama ar!! s.lId tt) be: .1 

culturall y homogeneous group, they occupy a vast land area \\lth \ <lned agro.chmalu,,: 

zones. The study covers only two Wcinadcgu (mid-land) Kchclc~ \\lIh a total 

population of about 10,000 people. Due to financial and lime COllstr'llnts .11ld atxl\C 

all for reasons of inaccessibility, it was not possible to cover K'olln (IO\\-Iand) and 

Ocga (high land) areas where people depend on different economic m:tlvllies. The 

population in these areas have little contact with other cuhural groups amI as a result 

they seem to have preserved their traditional customs. Th is makes 11 dJllicuh to chllm 

th at the finding of this study could explain the sllu:lIion of all pans of Sldama, The 

other Ii mitation is that the fieldwork was conducted from 15lh of SeptemOcr to 25th of 

December 1999. According to the cropping calendar of the Sidama, these months :lrc 

s lack se<lsans in which the Sidama arc not innll\"ed III agncultural actl\ilics. 

Therefore it was not possible to observe the aetmties undcI1akcn 111 peak seasons, 

p,u1icularly during land prcpar:ltion. Because of this problem the researcher \\ as :lhle 

only to observe very few activities like maize harvesting and storing and coffee 

pick ing and transp0l1ing both to the market and to the pu lpi ng stations. As a resliit 

most of the data is taken from informants' account gathered through in-depth 

interviews 
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CIIAI''I'EI{ TWO 

As the other social sciences 'Inthro lOl I ' d I ' , • l ogy 1.1 In ( Ie past either Ignored rc'\ean.:h Into 

gender roles or given the subject a biased treal me nt (O'kelly. (980). Some sodal 

anthropologists have emphasized Ihe misrepresen tation and hiased treatment of 

women in earlier anthropological works. For inslance, Moore slates that, "women 

have always been present in ethnographic accounts pri mari ly bcc;\usC of the 

traditional anthropological conccm with kinship and marriage. T he malll prohlem 

was not therefore one of empirical study, but ralher one of rcprcscnt:uion" (:Vloon.::, 

1988: I). The study of women's li ves in gcncml and gender focused inqUires In 

part icul ar began to come into li ght in the 1970's (Kccsing. 198 1). 

As various recent studies have ind ic:ll~i, while gender-hased lI lvlsion of lahour is a 

llni versal phenomenon, Ihe nature of Ihe respecli ve t:lsks allocated 10 men and wOlllen 

differ cross-culturally. Therefore, as Bossen (1989) suggesled, "I he fundamcntal 

concerns in analys ing any economic system arc Ihe division of lubour· and Ihe W .. I)"S 

that Ihe burden and fruits of labour are shmcd, negoliated and exchanged bct\\ccn thc 

sexes inside and outs ide the household and al so bet\\ een members of the same sc," 

(as quoted in Melesse, 1995:5). 

In line with Ihis premise a number of social anthropologists and mher social scientists 

have made various researches on gender roles, With panicular reference to women's 

I , 'I I prod" et',on, Among Ihese works, 13osentp\ \\ as iI landmark In ro cs III agncu tura -

he,' 1970 bl" he put Afri c·1Il women's enormolls contributIOn to the pLi Icatlon, s . • 

, I ' II ,t ' I "" '1' (GU)'ef 1995:26). 13osefup's work agncultural economy back on 11e Inte ec tld. , 

, d I study of !lerma nn Baumann (1928) on African 
was based on the earl ier 111- e]>11 
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gender-based di\-ision of hbour and,' h I' . • I IS t us \ il Id 10 lake Bo~crur ~ lheol) as a POIll! 

of depal1ure to study ge nder rotes. t\loorc states that. ·'ilo!<.crup\ hook IS an Imponanl 

starling point because it rai ses isslies which ha,,'c donun .. tcd diSCUSSion on \\omcn\ 

status and economic roles in society, and \\hlch have subsequentl) Inspired much of 

the empiric;:11 work conducted over Ihe last decades "( 1988:4-1) 

The main thrust of I3oscrup's (1970) mgulllcnt IS Ihat Afnc:m societies arc 

characterised by sparse population , shifling culti vation, traditional fanning techniques 

and customary land holding systems in which women arc the key actors in food 

production. Though her theory was ba!icd on empiric:l] data from it \\Ide f.mge 01 

countries, some researchers have challenged It. Guy!.!r ( 198"'), for Instane!.!, r~Jt::ds 

Boserup's proposition Ihal claims Ihat female farming preceds male farming III 

Afri can production syslem. She argues Ihat the cultl\ 'atlOn of Africa's oldest staples 

mllncly yarns, millel and sorghum did nOI rely on female labour alone. R:l1her 

ritualised divisions of labour with a sequenti:t1 mix of male and fCOl<l1c tasks were Ihe 

norm. Thus, 'female farming' did not precede mille farming (elled in Brycesnn. 

1995:6). However, since the works of Guycr and other opponents of BosClup wcre 

largely based on a few cases, we cannot take Ihem as conclusive. The literature re\ le\\ 

is organized into five seclions. Let us dwell on these sections in tum. 

2.1 Hoe nnd Plough Dichotomy 

Boserup ( 1970) attempted to assoc iate variations in gender roles in agriculture \\ llh 

di fferent Iypes of farming syslems. She argued Ihat in Ihe shifting, hoc·ha,co 

, 1 d h b Ik of ·Ioricultunl work and men do lillie [arm aetl' Itic' . agncu ture, women 0 leu • ~ • 

, , ' 1 11ltch of Ihe lH!ricultural work. Bo:-.el'up further while l!l plough agnculture men (0 I ... 

d h h b d h'f,'no ",orieulture is found mainly in Afnca. whereas plough note t al oe- ase , s I 1 ;:. ".:> 
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agriculture predominates in Asia. '1'1 "f lUS, A rica is the region of fem.lle farmmg par 

excellence" (Boscnlp, 1970: 16). 

Jack Goody ( 1976) by unalysing the data drawn from .\lurdock's (1967) 

Eth nognlph ic AthlS arrived at the same conclusion as Boscrup. For him. \\()mcn\ 

partic ipation in agricultural production lends 10 he lower in societies \\here intcnsi\l' 

f<lnning system (ploughi ng) predominates, than in extensive (hoc·hascd) culti\iltLOIl 

sys tem. Goody, in his earlier work with Joan Buckley (1973) computed \\'omcn\ 

participation rate in areas of both intensive <.Ind extensive cuillvation systems. 

According to his findings, the contribution of female labour 111 production fell from SO 

percent in the extensive cultivat ion systems to 10 percent 111 mlcns1\'C cu!t1\:lIlon 

systems (as cited in Bryson, 1981 :32) 

Boserup's evolutionary model maintained that hoc-based, shifting culti\';ltlon IS thc 

lower swge of agricultural production, whereas plough Cl1lt1\:tt1On 15'. the Illor~ 

advanced system of agriculture, She also claimed that the shin from hoc-cult1\"ltlon 

to ploughing presupposes a corresponding change in p:l1terns of gender roles. 1.1.:,. 

from 'female farmi ng' to 'male farming'. She wrote, "Female farming systems seem 

most often to disappear when farming systems with ploughing of permanent ficlds ;Irc 

introduced in lieu of shifting cultivation. In a typical case, thiS change is the result of 

increasing population densi ty which makes it impOSSible to continue \\ lIh a sy ... lem 

necessitating long fa llow periods when the land must be lefl uncultivated" (1970: :.\2). 

Mead (1976), in conformity with Boserup's thesis, m:1inlains th:1t in man) soclet!c ... 

h d f · I d I 01, ·Igriculturc has undermined women's traditional t e :1 vent 0 amma - rawn p OUo • • 

role in subsistence produc\1on. 

10 
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Bryson (1981) claims that women pI:.), an IInpol1ant role In Afnl:an f(lI.'(i produc.:llOn 

system. She, however, rejects the assumpllon [hal the lntrtxluctinn oj nllldcm, 

in tens ive agricultural techniques would result in Ihe displ:lCcrm:nt of women fmm 

agricullUral production. lIer argument, on the contrary, IS thilt. "the lhffcrcnc.:c 

between the importance of female labour In agriculture In suh-Saharan AfnL":1 as 

compared to the situation on it world-wIde basis is maintained even with respect \() the 

labour usage patlcms of intensive agricultural systems. The reasons for tbi s I.hffc]'cncc 

must be sought in factors other than technology, an IInpol1anl part of the answer IS 

provided by the socia l SllUcturC" (1981 :32). Bryson (1981) :lrgucs Ihal Illurnagc 

pallcms, inheritance systems, forms of marriage payment and ~}'stcms of land holding 

arrangements are some aspects of tbe social structure that influencc and arc lIlflllenCcu 

by gender roles. 

In an anicle on rural women in Ethiopia, Dessalegn ( 1991 ) refutes Boserup's :-.cherna 

lie aroues that in \vallo, where plough agriculture prcdolllll1ates, \\olllcn's o 

partic ipation in agriculture was found to be high. In Wo[a)'ta, where hoc-hased 

cultivation prevails, women's contribution to agricultural productIon was very low In 

that among the Begga and Gumuz of Meteke! In Wcstcm addition he contends ... 

b"tsed f,'lrlning. is the most common practice, both sc:o>cs Ethiopia, where hoc w ' 

contribute equal[y to agricultural production, 

In like manner, d f II "Oes in Ilararghe and GOI.un Dejene Aredo in a stu y a twO \'l "0 _ J 

, h ' seems to be irrele\ ani to Ethiopl.m :H!nculturc \\ hlch concludes that, "Boserup s t eSls ... 

. . . It ' oriculture in sub-Saharan .\fm:an and bas its 0\\11 specific [catures cornp,lle( a <10 

(1 995 ',?_6), Ll'kcwisc Pankhurst, In her study of women In ~knl 
Asian countries" 
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challenged Boserups' Schem'\ In Ih:u "d· L~ 
~ '" cspltC \lI;lI1g pan 01 Alnca, plough ,lgncillllIre 

is practised, as in many pans of the rest of Ethior.ii, imt..l \\omen arc not the dommJm 

force in crop cu lti vation. Much of Ethiopia, Includmg Menl, thus seems to iK(Ord 

with the Asian rather than Ihe African pattclllS" (1992:5). The question one has to 

pose here is whether Boserup's model IS felcy,lO\ to c.'<plain the slluatllm III olher palh 

of Elhiopiu where hoe farming predominates, including Sidama. 

2.2 Gender Division of' Labour, ~l;lrriagc Pallcrns, !\ l l1rria~c 11;1)I11CnIS and 

Inheritance System 

The other impoltunt aspect of Boserup's thesis conccll1S the aSSOI.:I:ltlon I'lct\\ccn I)PCS 

of agriculture and patterns of marriage. In hoc-based agriculture where \\ omcn do the _ 

bulk of agricultural works, she argued, polygyny IS the dOIllIl1:L1H paltclll of mania£('. 

In plough agricu lture areas where men do most of the field activities, monogamoLL~ 

marriage is the rule. Earlier anthropologists also wrote about Ihe rclationshlp 1'Cl\ll'cn 

gender roles and marriage panerns: 

The division of labour by sex in a p:uticular seiling may well 
determine in considerable measure the preferred form of 
matTiage. Where women make an insignific:mt contributi on to 
the economic life, polyandry becomcs a satisfactory adjustment, 
when the productive accomplishment of the t\\·o se:-;:~s is 
approximately equal monogamy m.:I) be. ccon~mlcJII) 
advantageolls. When women's econOlluc contributIOn IS largc. 
and a man can produce enough in hi s sphefC to satisfy the needs 
of several women, polygamy filS the circumstances (Murdock. 
1960:37). 

. B . h·ft·no cultivation 'lfC'IS where land IS ahundant ~ldditlonJI Accorchng to oserup_ 111 s I I 0 ' •• 

. . h·1 . llouoh 'Igricultun.:: \\here men arc the malll food WI ves arc economic assets, w ] e III I 0 < 

.. , . f· r of production, a second wife C;1Il he all providers, and land IS typically a SCMce ,ICtO 

economic burden rather Ihan an assel. 
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Bryson (198 1) took the arOlime 11 0 I· . 
'0 I ne step lUlher and ~ugge~ted that m additIon 10 the 

cult ivation system the prev'llenee of I· S . . • po ,gyny In ub-S;lhar;m Afnca IS highly related 

10 the syslem o f land holding an'angemenl. In the Ir'l(lIlion<l1 land holding pattern 

where land is abundanl men tend to have additional wives, Ihrough \\ hom thc~ 

increase wealth and power. She summarised the situation as foI1O\\s: 

The more wi ves a Illan has, the Illore land is allocaled to 
cultivation, thus increasing wealth and power, TIllS IS true 
whelher or not men 'own' Ihe crops, wh ich arc produced on Ihe 
land...... In addition even when womcn arc considered to 'own' 
Ihe crops, each wife generally is requi red 10 give a pOlllon of the 
harvest to her husband for his own use. Obviously. the 
predominant role of women in agricultural production is essentwl 
to the attractions of polygamy In thi s regurd. It would be of 11111e 
use to the man to be allocated a larger acreage of I;md If his 
labour alone was to be used to explOIt II, as be might not be 
physically capable of realising pOlel1tl<ll, ami If he f;:tiled to farm II 
regularly, he could lose his usage righls to it" (1981 :36). 

Apart from the association between fa rmmg system and tYIX! of m;lrriage. Boserllp . 
also tries to correlate fannin g systems to forms of rmlliiage payment. For her, in 

regions where women do most of Ihe agrielrlturlll worl-; II is Ihe bridegroom who musl 

pay bridcweaJth but where women arc less actively engaged in agriculture. marriage 

payments come usually from the girl's fam il y as dowry (Boserup, 1970:49). 

Jack Goody ( 1976) draws simi lar conclusions regarding the relationshIps bel\\eCn 

marriage systems, mode of mmTiage payment, type of agncultur<ll production and 

gender roles. Unlike Boserup, howe\cr he links nile of lIlhent;lllcc \0 I~PCS of 

agricultural product ion. He argues thai societies of II1tcnsi\e plough agriculture 

practise widely diverging rules of inheritance, \~here property goes to children of both 

I I is given 10 a daughtcr on her marria}!c 
sexes, and dowry, where parenta proper).., ..... -



(Goody, 1976:6). In Afric.m hoc sy~tem of <lgnculture, on the other hand, 

homogeneous inheritance, where household propcny gocs to male children. and hridc 

wealth payment arc Ihe niles (Goody, 1976:7). 

2.3 Women's Access 10 Land <lnd their I)roducthc R()les. 

Despite the symbolic association between women and land and the \\idesprcad 

eliitural perception of e;111h as mother at besl estimate women own only one percent of 

the world's land (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988: in Sachs, 1996: 45). It has heen 

argued that one of the major forces thai diminishs women's lIl\olVemCnl 111 

agricultural production is the abolition of customary land holding system. In Arm: .. , 

as discussed before, women are believed to be the main food producers. 1I0we\cr 

their roles in subsistence production have been altered with the r.ldleal change II1lheir 

rights 10 land (Tinker, 1976; Lewis, 1984). In Ihe earher days, many African SOCieties 

had their own customary land holding system in \\hleh women farmers had the right 

to own land (Bryson, 1981 , Zenebe\\'ork, 1982). Women's easy .lccess to and conlrol 

over land was for a long time ensured by the low population densities :md the :Ibsence 

of demand for export crops (Boserup, 1970: Bryson: 1981: C:lplan. 1981:i...cwls, 

1984). 

Many schohl rs have argued that in Aflica population densities wcre relatl\cly 10\\ and 

agricultural land was not in shan supply. Due 10 these two factors, 1I1dividual 

ownership of land was not common while women had beller acccss to land. Howc\cr, 

that situation has changed over time. A number of factors account for the change of 

I r I d te 11 tll "t benefited both sc:\cs. Among othcr things, these t le orlller an tenllre sys I " ~ 

r .' II . ltd to tile C'<I)'lI1sion of cash crop productIOn. whleh cn.::att.:d actors were pmtHl y Ie a c .• , 
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a new demand for vasl arabic land, the :'pplicallon of new CU]II\;Jlllln techniques .md 

the inerc.lse in population densities (Bosen.p, 1970: Bryson. 1981: Clpian, 1981: 

Lewis, 1981). Colonial regimes andlor nallonal gO\cmmcnts 10 mO~1 P:1I1S of the 

world replaced traditional patterns of land usc nghts wlIh pri\<lIIS:llIOn or st:lIe 

ownership of land, or a combi nation of the lwo (Sachs. 1996: 47). With the ahulltion 

of Iraditional land hOldi ng systems, land rcgislr;lIion system w .. s II1lroduced 111 most 

African soc ieties. Such European style land reforms converted rural lands into pn\'ale 

ownership and as a result women's access to land bccumo problematic. In contrast [a 

the old loca l tradition , the new land registration scheme dIspossessed women of land 

by recognizing men as the new o\\ners of this productIve resource (Bryson. 19SJ, 

Lewis, 1981: Zcnebework, 1982). In support of thIS a$SC1110n, Davison ( 1988) notes 

that the capita li st notions of male propcl1y O\\ncrshlp which was 1Inposed 011 Africa, 

has brought aboLlt an intensification of men's cont rol o\'er land. 

In Ethiopia, as elsewhere in Africa, the customary land holding system was 

undergoing a slow change that was accelerated by the land reform proclamatIOn of the 

1975. Ilowcver. neither the nalllre of the earlier change nor the Impacts of the reform 

on rural women were systematically investigated. 

2.4 Cash Cropping nnd Gender I{oles 

As the economic organization of society changes, the sex ual dIVISIOn of labour IS also 

likely to change. The introduction and e:-;p:lI1sion of cash crop production and the 

. . f hi' I economy into the laroer world market IS one of the maJOr lIlcorporatlon 0 t e oca ~ 

. f dl affected the tradit ional gender b:lsed dIVISion of lahour. change iactors that pro oun y, 

. . d h onomic l)I"oductlon and domesti c consumption \\e re not In an earlier pena w en ec 

Il 
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separated, women and men's work did not show a \\ Ide range of variations. With the 

intervention of capital, ho\\c\'cr, domestic (reproduclnc) and economic (protluCII\c) 

spheres were increasingly scpuratcd and women Occamc pnmanly rcsrxmslhlc for 

reproductive work (EviOlrt, 199-1:5). 

African households, in the majonly of cases, have undergone a m;:IJor transformalHlI1 

from the long established self-sufficient production unit lnlO peasant farming which 

produce new types of crop demanded in the world m,H'kel (Zcncbcwork 1982; Guyer, 

1984; Henn, 1984; White, 1984; Davison, 1988). This major shift in the rural 

household economy from subsistence to the production of marketable crops had far 

reach ing effects on the division of labour betwccn thc two sexcs (lienn, 198-l). \Vith 

regard to the impact of cash cropping on gendcr rolcs, Guyer and Wllite (198") note 

that the introduction of cash crop productIOn attracted men mto commcn':I,,1 

agriculture, and with the incrcased involvcment of mcn in such productl\c sphere. 

women were rc1eglltcd to domcstic chores. Rogers (1980) also mamwins Ihat men's 

engagement in the production of cllsh crops is onc of the major forces Ihal eroded 

women's rights 10 land, which in turn adversely affectcd women's rolc In agncullllJ"e. 

In support of thcse argumcnts Nelson (1981) Slates thll\ when cash crops were 

introduced they were grown and markcted by men, often to the dctriment of women's 

food produclion (1981:5). 

Several researchers assert Ihnl after the advent of c<lsh cropping, the gender·based 

division of labour in African agriculturc was chunged IIlto one b"lsed on a division 

bel ween cash crops and subsistence crops. Men became engaged III cash eropplllg 

while womcn remained subsistence producers. Jlowe\er, Lewis (1984) argues ag"lIllst 

this dichotomy and maintains tllat lhe family economy III Inllch of rural A!nea 

16 



• 

depends lIpon the exchange of labour hctwccn men and women. Though the nature Ilf 

the work may vary, women do some of the \\'or~ In cash crop fanmng. \\hile men arc 

charged with certain tasks III food productIon. She went on to argue that. "Allhough 

wo men may work widely in cash and CXpOl1 crops. they rarely control the pmhts 

deri ved from them. T hus the sex dmsion of control of production corresponds more 

close ly 10 the cash/subsistence distinction than docs the SC,,>; di\'ision of lahour" 

( 1984 :72) . 

2.5 Change and Continuit)1 in Cender Dh ision uf L~lhollr 

Researchers have noted thaI in any socIety Ihere exists it clear distlllclion bCl\\CCn 

domest ic and public spheres of acti\itles in which men and women lake parl. In this 

disti nct ive rol e al location, mcn arc oftcn hcld responsIble for public <.Ictmties willie 

women are engagcd in domestic sphcrcs. According to Sandy (1974) (he dome~(ic 

dom ai n includes activities performed wlth1l1 the re~tlm of (he localized family unit, 

wherens the public domain includes political and economic actiVll lcs ta~ing place or 

have impact beyond the loca lized family unit ( 1 97~ :190). As Rosaldo (1974) has 

suggested gcnder roles in social, cultural :lIld economic life of a society can be related 

to a universal stmclural Opposilion betwcen domestic and publiC domains of a('t1\lIy, 

Th is un ive rsal dichotomy of activities is assumcd to provide the necessary framework 

fo r an examination of ma le and female roles in any society (Rosaldo, 197.t:2~). 

As mentioned above, the opposi ti on bct\\ecn domcstic <tnd public domams is rcllccted 

in variolls <ts pec(s of li fe. One of the renect lons IS seen 111 the roles the two sexes pia) 

in cconomic life. Though female cconomic activities may vary from onc socicty to 

anot her, the activ iti es seem 10 be relatively less publl(, than those of mcn: women tend 
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to work individually, or in smal l. loosely organized groups. And the products of 

female labour tend to be directed to the f;IIn1ly and the home. In ;ldt1ltlon. 111 must 

soc ieties, women 's <lctivities <IS opposed to men's arc rel.:ogmzcd as le':>s Imrxm<lnt and 

less valued. Margaret Mead ( 1935) stiltes that "Whatever the arrangements In n:gard 

to descent or ownership of property, and even If these formal outward aITim£ernents 

are reflected in the temperamental reI allons hcl\\"een the se."l:CS, the prcstlge \alue~ 

always attach 10 the acti vi ti es of men" (:15 quoled In Rosaldo, 1974: 19). 

In the domestic versus public debate the argument IS that 111 societIes where there i!> a 

sharp differentiation between domestic and public spheres women hu\e less access to 

resources and their decision-making power is 11lIIlImal. On the other h;md, III societies 

where domestic and public spheres arc less differentlllted women have better :ICCCSS \() 

resou rces. 

Ii has been confirmed by sever,,1 researchers that gender based division of labour is a 

social construct liable to change as societies change. Nonet heless. some writers arguc 

Ihal gender roles lend 10 be rigid or persisten t over a period of tIme. C'h;lfctl (IQR9), 

for example, proposes a Iheory th at addresses the Issue of how eX lsung gender IOleS 

arc perpetuated. She maintains that gender division of labour, 111 most cases, 

re inforces male's superiorily and places high amount of resources 111 the hands of male 

members or a society. As long as the gender division of labour serves the intere~t of 

men, thcy employ different means and tcchniques to protect the s)stem. Some of thc 

impOilant means that are lIsed 10 SUS\a1ll and legllllnise the e:"l:isting gender di\ ISlon of 

labour are gender ideology, gender stereotype and gender norms. As Chafetz (1989) 

explains it: 

IS 



Gender Ideologies explalll In terms of ;J. bmader pnnciple (god. 
nature), why men :md \\omen arc different ilnd sene different 
rights. obhgmlons, responslhihties and rewards, Gender 
stereotypes describe the \\:lys In \\hich women and men 
presumably differ, usually In way~ that p;u1lally de\;J.lue 
presume feminme traits and sene to JlISllfy the gender di\ ision 
of labour. Gender norms specIfy bcha\ i(lur expected of men 
and women thereby providing the basI ... for the stlgmatls:lIl()n of 
non-conformists. They specify hchmlllurs congruent \\ith the 
gender division of labour and superior male power ([989; 137) 

To sum up, thi s chapter allCmpts to oller some hasic theon,:tlc:JI framcwor!.;s that 

have been forwarded by different writers 111 all !lltempt to explain gender roles in 

agricultural production . Scholars It!.;e l30senlp ( 1<J70) and Goody (1976) proposed 

that in hoe-based cuhivation system women play ImpOl1ant roles in :'lgricuhumJ 

production, howe\"er with the introduction of coffee production, the change In the 

cllstomary land holding system and [he advent of plough cuhl\'ation women's roles 

tend to diminish. They ulso suggested thm there e)( ists an association hct\\cen 

gender roles in agri cultural production. forms of marriage payment and types of 

Rosaldo (1974), on the other hand, argued th;lI the universal dIchotomy between 

domesti c and public domains provides a framcwor!.; to understand gender rotcs III 

soc iety. She also noted that in SOCIeties \\herc there IS :t cle:'lr dIffe rentiatIon 

between domestic and public domains women have less access to resources. 

It is \\idely accepted that gender role is a social construct, which IS liable to 

change. However, as Chafctz ([989) argued. since gender dl\lsion of labour III a 

society favours men in terms of access to resources men empk1y different mCilllS 

and techniques to maintain the eXIst ing gender, dIvision of labour. Patriarchal 

ideOlogy, gender stereotypes and gender norms are some of the strategies used to 

maintain the statuesque 
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Blickgrolilld 10 the Stud ) Arc:1 

This chapler prov ides background mfornmtlOll on Ihe Sldam:l people and the ;Ircas In 

which the slUdy was conducted. It is divided into SIX sections. The section that follows 

will offer basic fac ts and figures about the study area. The second section deals \\llh 

the Sidam<l calcndm" and SC;lsons. The origin of Ihe Sid;lma, their clans and lineages 

will be discussed in the Third :md F01ll1h SectIOns, rcspcc\l\'cly. Social grollping IS the 

concern o f Section Five. The last section discusses the economic basis of the society. 

3. 1 Loca tion, pOllU lat ioll s ize and dCIl 'i ity 

3. 1. 1 Sidama Zone 

The study arC,1 is pan of the Sidama lone of Ihe Southern Nalions, NatlOnalnics and 

Peoples' Region (SNNPR)"'. The zone LS geogr:lplllcally located III the Southw~stcrn 

part of Eth iopia extending from latitude 5° 45' to 6° 45' and longitude 38° to :wo C:lst 

(BoPED, 1998). It is bordered to the north and east by the Dromia Region. to th~ \\cst 

by the North Omo Zone, and to the south by the Ged~o Zone (Sec map I). Thus. the 

Oromo (Gujji & Arsii), the Wolaita and the Gedeo are the neIghbouring groups of the 

Sidam<l. 

Thi~ administrJtjve region was e~tabll.'>hcd in 1993. I hil~ iI population of l~ I million, ":\l\t!rJn~ an 

. d f 1(' 3 'J ~ ""' 'm (CSA (999) It j, admini~lrati\"d\" divided into ninc wnc~ and estllll;llc area 0 _," "'1t., ". . .. • -

fi . I ( ·oh,biled by more than fort)' fi\c IIldlgcn()u~ elhni..: ~ruup.'> whl..:h belong to the Ive spccla \Iore( as I" • 

OmOlie, Nitotic and Cushitic language groups_ 
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Awassa, the capital town of both Ihe Si'.';\IPR and the S.dama Zone, IS sltU~lIcd In Ihe 

extreme nOl1h of the zone adjacent to i"'lkc ..-\\\assa, "orne 270 kiJomt::trcs south of 

Addis Abab~L 

The zone's population was estimated 10 be about 2.()-t~.836. of which \\omcn 

constitute 49% (CSA, 1996). According [0 the ahriu!!cd SlaliSI]!.:;.1 report of the 

Central Statistics Authority, 93% of Ihe population live in rum! areas, Wllh a 10lal 

number of 408,852 households. The report also indicates [hal about 9·l f ,i of the rural 

residents are of Sidama descent. \\hllc the remaining 6% arc Amh"ra. Ommo, 

\volaYI:!, Siltie and others. This official figure clearly shows that the rural part of Ihl! 

zone is almost exclusively inhabited by culturally homogenolls S.dama group. 

The zone covers an area of about 6862 square kilometres. This small land ;1I"r.!a 

coupled with its high population size makes the I.one ;111 ;Irea of hIgh POplIl:ltlOn 

density with about 325.5 people per squ:lre kilometre. In the SNNPR II is the s!.!contl 

most densely populated area next 10 Gedeo zone (about 457.5 peopli.! pcr squ:u-c kill.) 

3. 1.2 Shebcdino Worcda 

According to the 1991 regional administmtive set·lIp. the Sidama zone IS divided II1to 

nine worcdas (districts). The research was conducted III Shebedino Woreda \\-her!.! 

the two specific research sites are located. The Worcd:t's m;Jln centre IS Lcku 

(L<lko), which is situated some 27kms south of A \\ :tssa (the Regional and Zonal 

, I) Th l'lt,'on of the Worcch was estImated to be abollt ,",20.976 of \\hKh capita. e popu < • 

97% live in the rural areas (CSA, 1996). Women m:lke lip 50r( of the " orcda 

population. 



Shebcdino Wored:! has a tOtal land area of about 109-' square km. accounting for 

approximately 16% of the total land :Irea of the S.dama zone. It IS thus. ;.In arca of 

high population density \\'lIh about 385 people per square kilometre. 

T he Woreda is organized into ninety- four peasant associations. wi th a lotal of 87537 

households. According 10 dala obtai ned from the Worcda Agricuhural Ollice. 

Shebcdino is classified inlo three agro-ccological zones: highland (dega), lowland 

(k'olJa) and mid-land (weinadcga). li s altlludc varies from 1,350 10 2,900 melers 

above sea level. The mid ahltude (\\ cin:ulegll ) I.One co\'ers 92.5~~ of the 10lal I~lnd 

area of Ihe woreda, whilst 3t;f and 4t;} of the land areas arc k'olla and dega, 

respecti\'ely. 

3.1.3 n ese<l rch S ites 

As discussed in Chapter One, two research sites were selected on Ihe basis of pre-set 

criteria. Thcse arc T'arcmicssa and Fullissa Aldada (sce map 2 for the location). The 

two research sites afe described here helow. 

3.1.3. I T'urcmicssll 

'r'a rem iess;:1 is one of the ninet y-four rural kebeles of Shcbedino Worcda . The 

village's population is estimated at 5.301, of which women account for 491k (C5 .. \, 

1996). It has 1.222 households scattered o\'er an :.Irea of 1,355 hectares. ThiS kchclc 

is a cluster of seven small hamlets, i.e .• Burk'a . Sinl:lro, Scd inc. Li lamc. Elllnata , 

T ' arcmicssa a nd Burenm. The Yli nase clan constitutes the majorilY of population III 

all these small hamlets. 
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The ugro - ecology of Ihe \'ill:lgc IS prcllollunanlly mid-land. \\cinadcga The maJor 

crops grown in the village arc m;uI.C, cn.,el, tdT and coffee. Il ancot be,lno;;, sugan.:anc 

and hOl1icultural crops (though of lmlc 1111!>011;tnCC) arc also gro\\11 by the \111;I£C 

farmers. The largest pOl1ion of the \-illagc cropland IS taken up. In their order of 

importance, by coffee and ensel. Coffee, eucalyptus tree and sligoir cane arc the major 

plan ts grown fo r the market, whi le ensci is the main siaple crop. 

Being a major coffee growing arca, there arc four coffee pulping and hullmg stations 

in the village. Two stations arc pri\ 'Htcl y owned. while Ihe olher 1\0.'0 ;Ire the propel1) 

of a sen'icc cooperalive. 

Ox ploughing is not alien to T'arcmicssa f'lrmers. lIowever, due to the shol1a1!t.: 01 

pasture as well as culti vable land only a few Indl\iduril farmers usc draft pO\\cr for 

traction. [n shorl it is an ,lre<.l where hoc based agriculture predonllll:lte!:i. To slim up, 

the following features chamcteri/.e the village: hi gh population density, hoc-hased 

agriculture, shortage of agrieulturall,md and cush cropping. 

3.1.3 .2. Fulassa AJdada 

This rurul kcbcle lies in the northweastem purt of S hcbcdino Wu red a (sec map 1), 

The total population of the villuge, as estimated by the Central Statistics Authority, is 

4800. Of these, women constitute 50lfc. As with T ':lrcllli csslI, most of the \ 111:lgcr:-. 

m-c of Ya nnse clan who clnim to be Ihe descendants of Bus hee. FlI l:lss~1 IS made lip of 

si x di st inc t settlement si tes, com posed of 989 hOllseholds. The selliement sites ,1I·t.: 

named afler some lineage of the Yanase clan: Shondo lo. GO Il O\\ :.I , Bono~ <I, Sadamo, 

kOll sore and lIanja. According 10 the Information obutlned from [he \illagcrs. Ihe 



name of each of these settlement slles COrTc:)pond') to the mLme of a IIncage f!rouJl th;lt 

predominantly Inhabits the area. 

The major crops grown by the nllage farmcn; 111ciude maLze, haricot beans, CLl~CI, 

coffee and telT. Unlike T ' arclI1ic\sa food crops take up a large prop011ion of the 

crop land in Ful:lssa. Maize is the main ero;> grown 111 the area and the villagers lise II 

bOlh for fmnily consumption <Ind for the markct. 

The villagers who inhabit the k'olla area keep cattle and small stock (sheep :Lnd 

goms). As in T"aremiessa, fanners in Fula'is:L raisc callie for milk ami ahm"c all to 

manu re the ensc( plant, which is found L11 almost all homesteads. Anllnal products 

like milk and butter arc used with matze pormlge (huffi sa) and ense! (\\:l'm ) as theIr 

staple die!. 

In contrast to T'aremiessu, a large number 01 Far111e~ In Ful:ISS:1 usc 0\\ dra\\ n 

ploughs for land preparation. As the datd from the Agricultural Of lice lIldicatl's. 

almost 85% of the farmers usc animal power for tracllon. Thus, ox plouglung LS the 

dominant system of agricultural production in the village. In contrasl to T'arc/llie~sa 

village, plough agriculture, food cropping and comparatl\"ely large agricultural land 

hold ing size mainly characterize Fulnss:!. 

3.2 Seasons and Culend:.tr 

The Sida ma divide the year into two main seasons: dry (Arro) and wet ( lI:m:l<!o ). 

As in many other parts of Ethiopia. in Sidnma there arc two major crop seasons: 

lllchcr and belg (these are Amharic terms which have no Sidama equi\alents). The 

former, being the main crop season (long-rains). OCClirs hetween laiC June (,\cia ) and 

early October (Birnt ). The main crops grown in the IUeher season arc terr. baric). 
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wheat, horse beans and field pc.1- The rain 10 Bell-: (Sh0l1-rams) crop season falls 

from carly ~1 arch (Batt cs!'I:l ) to f\.Ja) (Oncol('.,:I ). During tIllS sholl-rams season. the 

farmers cultivate crops like maize and haricot beans. The \\\'o main pcrcnll1al crops, 

ensel ;lIld coffee benerit from the \\\'o rainy seasons. 

The Sidama have a ca lendar system, which IS qUite different from the widely lIsed 

Eth iopian calendar. According to their c:llcndar the year IS divided Into I\\-clvc lunar 

mon ths . These arc, in their order of sequence: BatlCSSH, Doltcssa, Oncolcsa, Ada. 

Maja , \Vcchawajc, \Veehawaru, l'iITa , Hochasa, Sl.Idusa , Arfasa and Amujc. 

Un like the national ca lendar thc Sidama calendar docs not have leap years. Most of 

thc lime. the commencement of thc Nc\\ Ycar (BlI ltcssa ) IS marked by the heginn11l£ 

of the ShOl1 rains season, hclg. 

In addition to the ir unique calendar the Slduma ha\.'e fou r distinct days in :1 \\Io!ck 

namely, £l ela, k':.lwado, diko and k' :mul:lIlko. oncthelcss, arter the I1lcorporal1on of 

the Sidama into the Ethiopian State the peoplc have largely abandoned their long· 

established system and rcsortcd to the usc of the national calendar. 

T:lble No 1 Namcs of thc Sid:l1na months and Ethiopi:m and Gregorian 

Equivalents. 

Serial No Sidama Monlh~ Elhio )iiln E ui\oalcl Gre 'orian EQui\alcnls 

1 l3anes~a \1c 'ahll March 

2 Dollc~sa \llilllil Amil 

3 Qnn)1e!>a Gcnbot Mav 

4 Ad.l Sene JullC 

5 Maia Ilamle luly 

6 Wechawa-c Neha),C AUl!ust 

7 Wel'hawaro ~Ieskcrcrn SeDlcmber 

8 Birra Tikemt <Xtober 

9 Bachasa Ihdar November 

10 Sada!>a Thasils Dc(cmber 

II Arfilsa Tlr lanuilT\ 

12 Am;lje Yekatit h:hruary 

" Source: IiltC1VICW \\llh Leltsso Lcko .lIld yonk.l S,lkcl.l, Octohel 1999 
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3.3. The O rigin 01" SidallUl 

A review of the literature on the Siduma sho\\'s that vanous writers ha\'c assigned 

different namcs to the people and their area. lIamer (1987), Stanley (1967), 

Braukamper (1977) and Cerull1 (1956) ;lrc among the best known researchcrs that 

used different terms to refer to the people and their territory. Hamer. \Vho produced :1 

number of articles and books on the Sidama people and their culture, erroneously 

called the people Sadama while assigning the term Sidamo-Iand 10 the tcrritory 

in habi ted by them. Ceru lli, who was also one of the gre:J1 authorities on Sidama 

culture, gave the name Sidamo both to the people and their land are:.1. lie also 

assigned this samc name to a large group of Cushitic speaking peoples of 

southwestern Ethiopia: the 1I ;1(li)"OI, Kcm bOlt a, Tumb .. t ro, Alah:! and Denlssa 

(Gedeo). Stanley and Brauklimper, 111 contmst to I lamer and Cemlh, hm'c £1\'en the 

name Sidmna to the people collectively as a group, while referring to the individual 

member of the group as Sid.mcho. The lISC of different names to refer 10 the S;lIlle 

society may partially be auributed to the writers' difficulty in comprehending 

informants' pronunciation or to their understanding of the peoples' own identifiC;l!HHl. 

Whatever the source of the confus ion Illay be, it should be clear that the people under 

study refer to themselves by the term Sid :.una (Sing. 5 id:lI1 cho). The term SidallHl, 

thus, in the present context, refers to the people while the term Sidama zone denotes 

the area in which they presently Jive. The Sidama belong 10 the East CushlllC 

language group of Ethiopia (Stanlcy. \966). 

Different writers havc different \icws \\ltl1 regard to the origin of the Sidama group. 

According to Stanlcy (1967) thc Sidam;1 :Irc P,H1 of thc second I-iumitlc lInmlgrant!-, 

who entered Ethiopia in pre-histonc times from Asia. lie argues that thc) long 
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inhabited the area known as Bali (Bale), southeastern part of the prescnt day Ethiopia 

berare Ihey occupied their prescnt territory. Braukampcr (1977), opposed 10 Stanlc) . 

has attempted to lrace Ihe ongin of the Sidam:l from h\'O dIfferent directions. 

According 10 hi s account Bushee, onc of the apical ancestors. c<lIne from Ball' \ lit 

Dawa River to occupy the present land of Sidama. The other common ancestor 

Ma lden , who is believed to have a gcncalogicul tic \\ ilh the flaruri lIsed \0 ]n'c 111 

lIarar ane! finally left his original place and sCllted in the present Sidallla territory. 

Hamer (J 987), unlike the olher writers, claimed a non hem and south cenlral ongin of 

Ihe Sidama's primordial ancestors. According to him, Bushee who has a gcncu logu.:al 

link with the Alllhanl of Ankobcr left his origmal place and migrated to the present 

Sidamaland through Oawa Ri ver. i\luldca's anccstors, for somc time in the past. 

lived in Guragc but latcr moved to R1\cr Onw;l and then C;1Il1C 10 their fin:tl 

dcstination. 

As with thc olher littlc swdicd peoples of Ethiopia, Ihe Sidama have no \\Tltten 

historical records. Many writers, ;IS a result, have altempted to rcconSlruct thc 

pcoplcs' history from clan mythologlcs and gencalogies based on oral traditions. 

Accordino to thc common oral traditions of the clderly peoplc, thc Sidama arc said to 
o 

have come from an area ncar Ri\'cr Oawa, south of present day Sidama tcrritory, Thc 

thrce elderly informants, Tuliso Salfu, Yonk:! Sakcla and Lelisso Lcko, agree that 

Ri ver Dawa is the original place of thcir :mcestors. Their common ancestors, as thc 

informants indicated, left their original place and moved into their present land III 

search of favourable environment and vast fertile land to cultivatc crops and raise 

livestock. In addition, one elder suggested that the present Sidama land was originally 



occu pied by a group of people called OITa, \\ Ith whom the Sidama had a fierce fight 

to take over the land. The O tT:1 lo!;! the fight and were driven awa) . Re~l~ean.:her.-; 

have attempted to documen t this story. but there is no con~ensus on the identity ()f the 

Ofl'~l . For instance, I lamer (1987) argued that they \\ ere the original inhabitants of the 

Sidama land \\ho h:ld their 0\\ n identity but for various reasons have now become 

extinct. Cerulli on Ihe other hand c""llled that the Offa arc p<llt of the Ihuli )'ll group 

who rul ed Sidama for some time in th e past. 

According to one of the elders. the O ITa arc the Sidama who ruled their own people 

and now live in some p:uts of Ihe Sldama territory. Other Informants Invalidated that 

view as unfounded and groundless. 

3.4 ~loiclics, ChillS .md Lincl.lgcs 

For the pu rpose of thi s thesis, the term clan is defined as a lurge grouping of people or 

individuals who trace their descent from it remote, unknown common ancestor (Oke, 

1984). Lineage, on the 01 her hanel, is a kin group who reckon thei r descent from a 

close, known ancestor in the prcvlliling tine of descent (Murdock, 1960). 

The Sidama clans (gos:I) arc organiJ.eu In to t\\"o broad categories. Murdot:k (1960) 

and Oke (1984) state thai, the two major categories from \\hich the nlrious clans of a 

soc iely emerge arc called moieti es. Thus, the Sielama are composed of two moieties: 

Bushee and Maldea. The rormer is composed of nine clans while the latter IS dinded 

into rOllr. The different Sidama clans. III most instances, are localized 10 their definite 

territori al div isions. The clans arc Al iCia, Il a\\cla, Ka\\CIUI and S~l\\ola \\ho claim 

to be the direct descendants of j\laldc~l. The 110110, Garhicho, Asarado, lI al'hc, 
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Jlarbcgonn, iVlalga , S habmlino , Yanlllic and lIadicho claim to be descended from 

Bushee. Bushccs are more numerous than ~ ' a ldca,. These clans arc further 

subdivided into several lineages (garc). My key informants have Identified IO..t 

li neages of Bushee descent and3? lineages of Maldell descent (see the fo llowing clan 

st ructure fo r details) . 



, 



3.5 Socia l Grollpings 

Among the Sidama. there are four categories of occupational groups. These ;lfC Ilad kho, 

lIawacho, T unlicha and YClIlcr kho. Thl.! fonner three groups arc engaged in craft at.:tl\'JIICS 

of various k inds. The Iladicho group is engaged III poltcry, while 1I:I\\;1cho and T untieha an: 

tanners and blacksmi ths respectively. Though thc products of Ihese craftsmen arc widely used 

by Ihe Sidama, the groups 3re soci:llI y less respected and Joo!.;cd down upon by tile 

YC llIc ri cho. The YCllIcricho :Ire engaged in agricultural :lCti\'l lic s. and arc soc!:III), rcspc.:tcd 

g roups. Thc YCllIc richo look down on :111 the three-artisan groups. whde hl:u';K smllhs .LIlll 

tanners despi se the potters. 

In terms of size the artisans arc less numerous than thc YClllc r ic ho. Their lower status In th\! 

soc iety is often assoc iated wi th food tahoos, In S idailla there ex ists a st nct cOIl\'t:ntional rule 

of food avoidance, For instance, they do not cat types of food considered impurt: such as 

pork, hi ppos, wi ld goat and w:lrthog, Ilowever the despised arti san groups :m.~ accused of 

eating these types of unclean food and dead animals. As a result the YClllc ri cho do not give 

wivcs to or take wives from the artisans and do not consume meat slaughtcrt:d by the anis<ln 

groups. Artisans practice endogamous marriage , whilc thc YC lllc r ic ho art: exogamous group, 

Here il should be noted that the YC lllc richo do not intermmTY with the thr\!e groups. Tunticha 

and lI a wacho exch<ll1ge wives. while 1I;ulicho ar\! entirel y endogamous. 

In Ihe pasl the dichotomy hetween the agriculturalists and the ani san groups was so strict that 

they did 110t enter each othcr's houses and did not cal IOgether. lIo\\c\'cr as elderly 

informants pointed out, due to the advent of Protestant rcii gion, the expansion of schooling 
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and the 197-' revolution, the distinction ha .. Ix!come less sharp. Some Ycrmcricho .. h:l\c 

recently begun to intennarry wi th the other less respected groups. However, Ihe majority 01 

the Sidama still follo\\- the old tradition. 

With regard to the geographical cilstributlon of the occupational groups. elderly lnfonnanh 

explained that YClllcd cho, TUliticha and 1I11 w:\cho are interminglcd and dispersed 

throughout the Sid:11llJ, while 11:ulicho inh:lbit a defi nitc arc:1 now constituting Da m Wo rcda 

(district). Th is does not. however, mean that Ihey do not live in other parts of Ihe zonc. There 

is an old legend among the YClllcricho tiwi explains how the Hade descend:mts (ll adicho) 

have sett led in the present day Dam \\ ol"cda . As an elder told the SIOl)': 

Long ago there was :1 lllan whose name was Dubio. He wa .. onc of thc 
descendants of Uu!)hcc who belonged to Ihe respeclCd social group 
(Ycl1lcrich o). Once upon a time all his brothers werc killed in onc of thc 
spor:1d ic clashes with neighhouring groups. According to the Sidam:l 
tradition a man inhcnts his dccea!;eo brothcr'!; wifc. On the baSIS of [IllS 
tradition Du b io asked his brothers' wive!; for marriagc upon the death of 
their husbands. Unfortunately :111 the wido\\s refused him. lie became 
angry. Then Hade (the forcf:llher of the lIadicho group) came cio!;e to 
him and whispered, "Let me give you an adv ice ..... Call :III the people, 
women and men. for a meeting. Upon their :t1Tl\'al beat me up In thl.! Iludst 
of the crowd. When you beat me I will beg for your forgiveness and call 
you l\ loti cha , (liler:llly me:lllS ·master")." DubIo accepted lIade's :Idvice 
and did what he was told to do. Then the widows who refused him bcg:m 
to question themselves. "I-low on earth we refused this honoured 
Matich,," :U1d then reconsiden.:d his request and became his wives. DubIo, 
who had a title deed 10 land, III rcturn gave !lade a \'ast are:l of 1,lIld a!; a 
g ift. The land is presently located between the Aletta of Sidama :l11d 
Deras.stl" (I nterview with Lclisso Lck'o. October 1999). 

According to the oral tradition. the agriculturists. tanners and blacksmiths arl.! said to Ix! the 

descenda nts of the same ancestors. while polters arc of ddll.!renl origtn. I asked my inform:lIlls 

how and why the former three groups have di!;llllel soc wi statu!;es whdc they arc the 

descendants of the same forefather. Two elders offered the answer and s:lid that: 
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O.nc day YClllc richo. while eh.mlng \\lIh T Ulllic ha and 1f:I\\acho ncar .. 
fiver. requested Ihe lalter two groups to prepare a local drin~ known as 
nmlano (made of water and honey). uSlIlg water from [he river. The 1\\0 
down trodden groups, in lum, brought a pOI of honey and put II IIHO the 
run ni ng water. Since the water look the honey away. they couldn't m;lke 
nml:l\\o . YCllIcriC/w, who was a brave rn:lI1, took his turn, dug a sll1:l11 pit 
and filled it with handfuls of \\I;ller, pour a pOI of honey in II and made [he 
best 1I1:1[a\\,o . The artisans then admired the YClllcricho for his skill :md 
accused themselves of spoiling Ihe Sidarn;l's precious local dnnk. Tlw; 
finally led [0 51(11U5 differentiation. 

The other explanation given with regard to statuI) differentiation is that. as mentioned ;Ihove. 

the Yerner ic hos blame the artisans of eating culturally proillhitl.'d rood. 

3.6 The Economic Basis of th c Society 

in the recent past the main occupation or the Sidam:1 '''':IS agro-pastof:llism. Thcy usctl to 

cultivate both seed and root crops and keep large hcrds or cilnlc. In short. thcy were cattle 

herders and swidden cultiv:nors at the S:Ulle lime. They practised shirting cultiv:llion and 

produced Ihei r oldesl crops. ellsel and sorghum using a long wooden digging Sll(';~ lm:ally 

known as wcnincho and woodell hoc. termed as onkolo . Callie, sheep and gO:lls wen.! Ihe 

major liveslock on which Ihcy heavi ly depended ror their survival. Milk together with CIl ';ic l 

and sorghum provided the main diel ror the agro-pastoral Sidama. However. due to sC;lrclty of 

both arabic and grazing land Ihey no longer rely 011 large-scale li\"eslOck proJuctioll and 

shirting culiivatioll. They abandoned slllrting cultivation and at the same lime rl.'lIucclllhcir 

slocks to a level that the environment could carry. The gr<ldual shift from agro-pastoralism to 

permanent cultivation is partially attributed to the increasing decline In crop and gr<lllllg 

lands. T he increase in human population Ihal increased demand for settled culti\:lIion u~lng 

improved iron-tools also accounted fo r the changes in the Sidama mode of subsistence. 
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The principal agro+ccologicaJ dl\isions of the Sidama 3rt deg:l. or the temperate plateau 01l£h 

lands). wc inadcga or the lIl(cfTncdiatc lone .1I1d k'olla or the 10\\ lands. The nc inaclc).::t agro­

ecology takes the largest pal'l ion, with appro .... immcly 5 .. V} of the territory. while dega and 

k ' olla covers 16% and 30% respectivcty. The observed differences III alti tude have resulted 

in considerab le vari ations in clirn:ltc and vcgcl:llion. TIm is rnan ifcslCd ill the fact Ihal the 

S idama fanners cu ltivate :1 varied pacbgc of cerea ls. pulses and rOOI crops. both perennial 

and annual. The most important crops gro\\ n by the Stdarna, in their order of IIllponancc. an: 

ellset, maize, tel'l', barley and wheat. In addition, pulses II~c haricot beans, horse he.lIls .1Ilt! 

field peas are a lso grown to supplement the farmers' staple die!. Ensc l. being the most 

important crop on wh ich the farmers heanly depend for their food. is eultl\'ah.:d hy a lar!;e 

number of dcga and wcilladcga f:mners. The k 'olla farmers, on the other hand. he;!\lly 

depe nd on maize and callIe herdi ng for their survival. 

The Sida ma are not an iso lated group involved solely in subsistence production. ralher Ihey 

are we ll integrated in to the Et hiopian m:lrket economy :IS well :IS the larger world Ilwr]"et 

economy. In th is respect. coffee prod uction plllYs :1 pivotal role. Farmers mainly in the 

wcinadcga Zone produce a large amount of coffee for both loca l and foreign markets. For 

inslance, in 1998 the SidamJ small holder fanners c ult ivated 72.020 hectares and produced 

267,036 q uintals of coffee. Of these. 1~22 tones were sent to the central market (BoPEI). 
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Apart rrom crop production. anlln:.1 hushandry is JIl nnportJIll clemcnt III Ihe cc{)n()l11~ of 

rural Sid am:.. Though Ihe lowlandcrs ;Hlach high Importance 10 caule producllOn. oolh dC:":lI 

and wc illa dcga dwellers also rear dilTcrcllI I) pes of dOl1lc.~lic annnal. 



C IIAI'TEI! 1'()(.,11 

Socilll Or~allilali()11 

This chapter discusses sOllle aspects of SidamJ's soci:.1 org:mil.:Hlon. The first section of the 

chaplcr deals with the Sidam:I's marTi!lgc practice. Section 1WO IS concerned \\ Ilh marl'l;t!!c 

payments, while the last section focuses Oil polygynous Illilrriage. 

4.1 ~ I a rria gc 

In Sidama. marriage is a means through which the h •• sic units of production. conslimption and 

distribution arc established. For Kccsing. m;UTiagc is the process through \\'Ilieh dome"!Ir.: 

groups arc formed. descent groups 'In.! intcrlin"-cd :lIld the hiolngica] and social reproduction 

of society is achieved (Kecsing. [981 :251), 

Among the Sidarna. pre-marital scx u:tl relations arc strict ly prohibited. and worncn arc 

forb idden from bearing children out of wedlock. This tr:lditional prohibitory rule is lifted only 

whcn a m:ltTiagc is contr<tctcd. In addition. Ihe Sid:ull:1 :Issign the term ":,:o!o> halu" (\\'hu.:h 

literal!y menns sexual intercourse) to the wedding ceremony. Thus Ihe prohibition of hoth 

pre-marital sexual relations :l1ld be:lring children before marriage togethcr with the term 

goshatu imply thaI marriage in Sidama entails a transfer of rights o\'cr \\'oman's sexuality anti 

fertility. 

4. 1.1 ~Iarriage Types 

Marriages among the Sidama can be grouped IIHO four major types. Tht.!sc arc hllChllln. 

ndawana , adliisha and dii ' ro. The former two are the long established practici!s \\ hdc tilt.! 
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latter two ha ve recen tly been Introducl'd 11110 the Sidam3 culturc, Thcse dl\tlllr.:t fonm; of 

marriage arc described below. 

4.1.1.1 lIuehalo 

Thi s is the most traditiOll:ll form of marnage, which IS, III most IIlst:IIlCCS, aITan£cd hy the 

groom's (ella ) and Iht bri de's (eda ycho) parCllIs. In such marriage, as Ihe arproprialt.! panner 

is ide ntified the boy's fnther together with vil lage cIders (chcl1Icsa ) \\ ill go 10 thc place of the 

g irl's father. Upon their arriv:11 the would-be wife's father accepts and IIl vites the tllleslS. 

After a small chat he will ask them about the reason for thclr visil. For the question Ihe cldcl'\ 

will reply, "we came to scck your daughtcr's hnnd for marriage." It is il norm that on the \l'ry 

firs t day of the visit thc girl's father will not accept thc rt.!qucsl. Rathcr thc Wife takcr \\ III he 

told to come back on another day. In thc meantime the wife givers \\ III ched.. on the 

suitability of thc prospcCl\'C husband. /li s su itability is chcckcd on thc basis of common 

criteria. Hi s gafc (lineage), sil'chisc (gcncalog ic:11 tic), wealth, conduct, and status group ;11'1': 

somc of Ihc cri teria to bc t,lken il1to accOUIlt. 

After having checked on Ihe groom's slIit:lhilit y, the gi rl's fathcr will offer a clue 10 the 

messengers on their next visit, "ade ofol fol shirc". Thi s litefOJlly means, "have a scat antlta"-c 

some rcst." Then the visitors will respond, .. let it be a real res!" and Icavc the bride's parcllis 

homestead. At this stage the bride's father response is usually taken as his \ .. illingnl'ss to !,!1\C 

his daughter in marriagc. 

Once the girl's parent 's approval is obtained, discussion will continue In order to dctCflllIllC 

th e amount of millllC (bridewealth). Artc!' thc discussion IS concluded a datc for the lllarri;lgc 
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ccremony is fixed. The wedding day is often set III consultation with a~alltu., (specialists 

who are able to idcnlify the appropriatc days for making sacrifices and for organl7lng socl;11 

and ritual ceremonies). In Sidarna an elabor;lIc marriage ccremon y IS held only 111 the hou\c of 

the would-be husband's parents. 

Upon the payment of the bridewealth, the bride will make the necessary preparation for the 

upcoming union. The firs t measure to he t,. ken, in thiS n!spect, is the bride's circulllcis ion. 

This is dOlle, most often. in thc groom's parent' s house. Before the circulllcis ion. the mothcr 

of the prospective groom calls in a gtlrslIlIIlllclc (:1 worn;m \\ho left her first hu~h:lnd ,md 

married another) for help. Her main responsibi lity IS to keep the eyes of the girl hllndfoldcd 

until the circumcision is performed. 

The ci rcumcision often brings a girl a completc cxemption from any kll1d of household chores 

;md other activities for IwO or morc monlhs. During IllIS period of secl usion shl.! wdl hc fed on 

special food such as Burusa mc (c llset nour mixed with bUller) lllC;lt and milk . Thb IS mcant 

to make her more beautiful. slrong ,md he;llthy. Fol lowing lhe girl's circumcision the wcddlllg 

ceremony is held. 

The day after the marriage ceremony, thc groom's mothe r prepares and scnes SI'lCClill fond 

and drinks to the couple who eats \\:1S:1 and dnnk 111IIk together. Eating and drinklllg to~~th~r 

symbo li zes the complete union of the couple. This is the on ly day in their Irfetirne III \\Iw.:h 

the couple e;HS togelher from the same plate. After thi s they cat alone. A hushand often eats 

first and a wife eats after she serves her husband :md chlldrcn. 
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4.1.1.2 Ad:l\\ 1I11a 

This rorm or marriage is amlllged solcly hy the girl's free choicc. It IS the mo"t tr,IJllltlO.Li 

marriage but has now become less ll11portant III Sidama marriagc practice". \da\\an:l 

marriage is associated with a slick locall y tcnncd ~CIIII sik'c, literally Illeans. "girl,,' stid" 

A girl who reaches marri<Jge age may seek a suilable would be husband. She first tries to 

identiry the right partner. Once she idcllIJfrcd the sui tahle candidate, she will try to get hi" 

consent by persuasion. Ir the boy shows reluctance to accept her, she will pick a long Ihlll 

stick "SClIlI sikc" and go to the pl:lce where the boy's mother hve. Arter making sure that the 

mother is in the house, she will drop Ihe stick 11110 the kraal or III the house ;lIld stand In Ihe 

doorway. Then the boy's mother will ask her, "why did you come herc·)·· Thc girl \\ III 

rcspond promptly:·' carne ror ad:m··:lI1a". The boy's mother then will accept her a" an 111\ Ii!..'d 

guest. Food and drinks will be served. Thc boy will lalcr be told about the Il1cident. Il c Iws 

no way to evade the marriage. In the Sld:llna tradition the boy cannot reject the :ul:man:l girl 

Ir he rejects, it is believed, the girl will curse hllll :lIld he may lose his we:llth or f;u.:c uthcr 

problems as a consequcnce. 

Thc marriagc ceremony or udawana is not as elaborate as ill th e OIher type!'; or Illarriage. I ler 

husband, relatives, rriends and soc iety at large show less rcspect to a woman who marric.~ h)" 

adawana. The term " sik'o luge aC ll o" is given to the gI rl. which literally means. ""he 

dropped a Sli ck to beg ror a husband". This term sigillfies her social dIsrespect ;lIId di"IHlIl(lr 

and Illay finally cause her social marginalization. 

In such a marriage. the husband docs not tr:lIlsfer a brideweahh (rn illll c) to the bridal group. 

Only a token amount is given to Ihe girl's p:lrents. Accordlllg to my Interviewees and kc) 

informants, unmarried old girls who have marTied younger sisters arc more prone to :u1;1\1:lII:I 

marriage. 
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4.1.1.3 Ad ulsha (elope lH ent) 

Adu lsha IS a form of marriage thai has recen tly lx.--Cll HlIroduccd among Ihe Sidarn.t. 

lIowever, it has now become a more frequcnt marriage practice. :-.:o, ..... tJa)S Illall) )oullg 

members of the sociely resort 10 Ihi s IYI>C of IlM.Ti:'gc arrangcmcnt. 

A you ng man who is allr:lcled 10 :I girl will try to gct her approval 10 marriage via persu:"'iillll. 

He may send his friends. brothers or other rel:lllves. In some Instances. the sutlor ;lpproar.::hes 

her through her own brothcrs or fri ends to obt:ulI approval. After a tong process the girl \\ III 

tell in person or send :. message to the Wife seeker thai she needs some tunc to think ovcr the 

proposal. If she accepts. the would-be couple \,ill fix a d.l\e and elope to the boy's parent's 

house. 

As soon as the girl's parents reillize her elopement. they ,.,,111 make a relentless crfort 10 "no\\ 

with whom she has eloped. Usually Ihe eloped girl gives :. clue wllh rcgard to her 

whereabouts . As a clue she writes (personally or assisted by others) and lea ... es a short no\!.: 

with small gifts called mine \\'01'1"0 . i\ linc \\ OITO IS :H1other form of rnarnilge gifl. which 

constitutes various items such as a gun, some birr. drcss. urnbrell :l, etc. depending UpOIl the 

wealth of the boy with whom the girl eloped. With regard 10 this m:.rriagc gifl. 1\ IS the girl 

who has an exclusive right to determine the type and amount of gift to be distnbuted to her 

parents and kinsmen. 

As in other fonl1S of maiTiage amll1gCl1lelll Ihe eloped girl is ci rcumcIsed Alter the 

circumcision the boy will ask his father to send emissaries to the bridc's paren ts. The 

I . . I k so 11e lime In Ihe process the negotiators decide on the Slt.C of the negotiatIOn may a 'e 1 . 
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bridcwcalth. It should be Iiolcd 111'11 S I' II 'I' I 
' JI CC lC Sir S parents ose their daughter the) \\ould 

usually have liulc negOliallllg power. AS:I result they orten accepl "hatc\cr amount decided 

by the groom's parents messengers. 

4. J .1.4 Dii ' ro (abdIl Cli oll ) 

This form of marriage did not exist in [he tradllional m:lrriagc practice of the SidallHl. As 

mentioned earlier, it has been introduced very recently. Sidarna cIders arc unhappy aholll 

marriage Contrac ted via diifO, for it creates a di sagreement. even sometimes a right Oc[\\ccn 

the kinsmen of bride and groom. 

Dii' r o takes place when :1 wife seder fads to gain m:m'iagc approval either from the girl or 

her parents. A grown lip boy who proposed marriage to a Sirl but rejected may dcc idl' \0 lakl! 

her by force. Once he arrives at a deCision he will prep:lre IlIIllself to take Ius woulll I~ 

spouse forcefully. I-Ie di scusses with friends. brothers and other male young agnates 011 the 

matter. Then the would-be husband and hi s :lccomplices will arrange appropriilte time to 

kidnap her. Most of the time dii'ro occurs while the girl goes to school. to fetch \\:llc.:r. to a 

market place. to attend a church program. or to allend other cerc.:monies. When the anductors 

succeed to find her. Ihe suitor first grabs her :lnd then his group members help hilll to cocn;e 

her to go 10 the abductor parent' s place. If she resists thc kidn:lppers may beat her. In some 

instances the assault may inflict serious physical illJury. After the abduction a watch dog \~111 

be assigned to force her to stay at the homestead of the boy's parents. It is ho\\c\cr ct.,umeJ 

that. o nce a girl loses her virginity. she \\'111 stOP resislance to be the alxluctor's WIfe. At the 

same time her parents do 1101 expect or accept her return as according to Ihe S.damu [ratlltloll 



loss of vi rg init y out of wedlocl\ may rcsull III ~(X:"II mJrgIl1Jh~.tlloll ;lnd J[ the :UllC tllliC 15 J 

di sgrace to the g irl's parents. 

After taking a good deal of tillle to ohtJIIl ca~h for the bridcwcJhh payment the £ro(Jm'~ 

pare nt s will assign and send a strong adult man to tht.: glrl~' nat;,l f;tmrJ) 10 ;tnrlOunl,:c \\here 

their c!;tUghter is found. Immediately :tf!er the an nouncemcnt the t.:mis~ar) wtll run b;u:I-; [0 hi~ 

respec tive village. In case he is cauglll in the mi ss ion , the gi rl 's agn:lles WllJ heat hIm up Jnd 

force him to do women's household chores sllch as dealllng a hOllse or a c;mlc kraal. 

di spos ing animal manure. etc. That is why the boy's parent's look for a strong and fa~t rllnner 

as messe ngc r. 

Then after the boy's fathe r will send eldt.:rly messcngers to imtlate ncgOIl;l1ions. The 

marriage negotiations may take a long Illne If the girl 's pmenh dcmillld :1 hCilvy bride\\calth 

payment. Usually marriage preceded by cJii ' ro resu lts in a sizable payment. Elder~ who 

negotiate th e bridewealth IXlymen t also levy tines :md pelwltics on the abductor's p;m,:nts. 

3.2 Bridcwcallh 

In many societies marriage is mediated by a set of intcrmediate tr;l11silctions. Arllhropologlsts 

ha ve identified three types of marriage payment do\\r)", bride wealth and bride semel.!. In 

those African societies where a pmriline<ll s),slCm of dcscelll predominatc ... bride\\calth IS 

assumed to be the major form of marriage payment \~ here valuables arc transferred from the 

kin of the groom to the kin of the bride (~ I oort:. 1988:70). 

A I . .h r p·l.riJinc·d societies bride\\calth is the only form of m:lrrial.!t.: s t le case In many 0 e, ,_ . ~ 

transactIon In I{ ama. 11 . . . S· I TI ·s 'Ylle o'·,lropcrty transfer al marriage IS locall) termed lIlillllC. 



lIowever, unlike other patnlineal societlc~ Il\cstock does not have a place In the Sld,IIIl.I· , 

marriage transaction. Cash is current ly the major Item transferred to the bridc\ parents Thl' 

amount of ll1inlle transferred to the girl's p'lrelllS IS nOt dearly defined. It 'aries from "lIagc 

to vill age and from individual to individu:11. As avail:lhle d.lla mdieate, at present. the amount 

of eash paid at marriage ranges from bilT 900 to 1300. 

Sidama elders are not happy with the curren t amount of bridewcalth. As illy elderly 

informants indicated, the size of the payment l!:Is shown an alarmlllg increase COll1p'ln!U 10 the 

old days. They pointed out that in the c:lrlier days shccpskllls. gcrecclI IUllde (a larg\.' dress 

made of skin) gon fa (a large. colourful :lIld skilfully made colton cloth) "ere enough to take;1 

"ife. Informants also recalled tl1:lt a poor man could reccnc a WIfe through bride sen I!;'!!. III 

wh ich the wife seeker gives labour serviccs to the girl 's p.trent s. ThIS was called halln. But 

this type of marriage transaction is no longer pract ised. 

The increase in the amount of bridewe:.lth p.tyrnent :H1d the involvement of cash as .111 

important clement of the payment is parlially rel ated 10 the incorporation of thl! rural 

household economy into the larger market economy, vi Ol the lIltroduction of colfcc production, 

The following table gives a general picture aboutlhe increase In rnarriage paymcnt O\er ttlllC. 



Tablc No 2 C/ I 
langc 111 11C amOUIII of bridc\\cahh payment ovcr tlmc. 

Name or Illrorlll:ll1l 
TIlc amount -

p:!id al 11ivhcr hlilU;!h·d ~t.lr 
marria't' Dcrnboba Dembara 

BUT , 
50 }cat\ or so ago -

Mcdin;! Naillcto 
Illrr 30 -

."\5 }ca(\ ago 

1 

I3cycnc Bcrassa 
B,rr 50 -- 25 )ca(\ .lpO 

Bckallo Berassa 
Birr 100 ."\O):c~) 

Scripalo Olisso Birr 300 [0 yc,lr~ .. go 
DiralllO Gidamo 

Birr SOO 6 )"cal) agl) 

Abcrash Galiso Birr 900 J )C;II) a!!u 

Tacl!lura Wcralla Ilirr 1000 2 }CJI"'o J~) 

Tcferra Tafessc Birr [(}()() 
."\ )C.U, Jill) --

Buruk YOla Birr 1200 2 )cal"\ ago 
j 

SOUlce. compllcd from field notes -

Compared to the fonner days. a dramatic IIlCre,lSC ill the ;unounl of ll1;Jrriag~ p.IYIllCI1I IS 

observed. As one elderly informant put it: "since Ihe lI1!r<X!uctroll of coffet:, cash IS no Jongl'r 

a problem. During my father's time it \Vas not only difficult, but also Impossible to !";use a 

small amoulll of money let ;,Ione a large sum. My father paid only SIX birr to his \\If!;'s f,lIhcl 

He lold me that he had to work :l lmost a year for an Amhar:1 landlord 10 gellhis small amounl 

of money, Now the paymcilt is going up and has reached thc rollli that somc poor \\fk 

seekers cun' l afford the bridewealth" (Interview. October 10. 1999), 

To sum-up, the int roduction of cash crop and the use of money as a medium of mamJ.£c 

payment have increased the size of marriage payment 111 Sidama. ThiS ;JSSOCi;Jtlon Ixl\~c:c:n 

the introduction of a ll1:lrket ecollomy and the increase III the amount of III ill lie seems to 



I 
I 
I 

correspond 10 Hakansson's (1988) th -. I < I 
CSls 11,11 11C IIltrodur.:[IOIl of cu,h crop pnxlw,;1101l rn:lkes 

bridcwcaJth morc commercial. 

4.2.1 FUllcti ons or rn inllc 

It is generally agreed that [here arc cross-Cultural vanations 111 the function of lllarT!.I!!!.! 

payments . In some soc ieties it has a social or an econOllllC function while III olhcr~ II has .1 

political functio n. 

David Parkin (1980), (in Moore, 1988:70). III his discussion of marringc payments III KI.'Il)<l. 

divided bridewealth into two types depending upon the function [hc), serve. These ;Ire lu.tlnill 

payment. wh ich entails the transfer of rights oyer wOlllen's scxu;lhty and labour services. anti 

the gcnclricia l payment. wh ich involves the transfer of rights over children. 

l\ linJlc alllong the Sidallla rn:lkes a girt's marriage soci;llly acceptable ;lI1d more Imporl,llllly 

establishes the leg itimncy of ch il dren born out of the union, As some mfonnallts sugJ;estt'u, 

Illinnc is ta ken as a payment for the womcn's scrviccs and for c:-.:cJusivc rights ovcr cluldrcn 

to the husband and his kinsmcn. Howcvcr. the most Important function of mimi c highhghteu 

by mOSt informan ts is the transfcr of c."(clusi\'c rights to the husband and his kJIIslllen 0\ er 

children. Thus, we can say that accordmg to Parklll's cJilsslfic.nion. the domin;lnt type of 

marriage payment in SidamJ is genetricial rather than u\orial. 

The most important cultural practice Ih<11 exhibits the genelricial IlllpJicalion of bride\~l!allh 

payment is thm if a woman breaks up her union (regaruless of the millalor of the dl\(lrcc) 

< h b· I ·Id I Illlsb'lIId she will be li,lble to pay back the bride\~l!alth pond .It WII out eanng a c 11 to ler " 



her marriage. There arc two options for the repayment of tht.! bride\\eJhh, If J \\UI1UII "ho 

terminates hcr first marri:lgc rcmarries, her second husb.md IS held rt.!spumlhlc lur the 

repayment. On the olher hand, if she SI<lYS III her nal.11 fanuly's \ill'lge, her p<lrcnts <Ire h.lhit.! 

to pay back . Unl ess the former husband reccives b'ld;, the money he p:ud for mil1ll c he can 

force the woman to corne back to his homc. The follo\\lng two cases Jllustratc ho\\ 

bridewealth payment and women's fe rt ility arc intertwined. 

Case No.1 

Bckalo Bcrassa 

Bakulo Bcrassa , 52, belongs to \\:lCII O lineage. lils firM \\ife (,!,CIIIO) dlcd long 
ago. Du ring the interview he \\as h\"lI1g with his second wife. III.' Pilitl 
bridewealth to the parents of his first Wife but not to his second wife. I asl.ed hun, 
" Why didn't you pay bridewealth to your second wife'?" lie n:plted. III our 
tradllion we pay bridcweahh to the unmaITIed nrglll (se lllo) only. ~Iy secund 
wife was a divorcee (gursulllmcte) \\'ho had horne a child to her first husb<lnd 
(muWlra). If she did not have :1 child (rcgardless of thc se~) with her formcr 
husband I would h:I\'C had to payor return the brideweahh 10 her husband. ThaI IS 

why I took lianna lIaliya (his second wife) without paying millllC (lntervlcW, 
October 17, 1999) 

Cusc No.2 

Ar gitll Adamo 

Ar gitu is a young woman who has abandoncd her first husbam.l (mullanl). SI.h.! 
belongs to garsana lineage and is :tbout 30 years old. She has lllnechddren. S1-'( 
sons and three daughters from her second husband. Dunng the mlen'le\\, she \\;t~ 
asked whether her parents recei\'cd marriagc paymcnt from her prcsent husband 
Her response was, ;. sincc he is not Ill)" lIlutl:m l he didn't p~y dm:ctly to Illy 
parents. But he paid back birr 300 to my cx-husb;tnd. \\ho paId tillS alllount of 
minnc to my parents. In our culture, if a WOlll;tn dl\'orccs her first, husb;tnd 
without bearing him a child and remarries, the ne\~ husb.lI1d has the ohllgatlOn to 
pay back the l1lillnC to her former husband. (Interne\\', October 6,1999). 

Parkin's (1980) classification of bridcwcalth explains one :lspeCI of the marriage payment, it 

howevcr, conceals another implication of the paYlllent. According to the Sid;tm:1 tradllion all 

, millllC:1I marri'lge. There arc 1\\0 commonly 
women are not equa lly cligiblc to reeclve 
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known categories of wives in Sidama. TI r. 
lC IIrs! c:llego,) IS referred to as '1.'1110 \\ hilI!' the 

other is locally termed gursunullclc TJ· I· , 
. lC Dnncr IS ;1 \ Ir£lIl "IrC and the latter IS a rClIlumcJ 

(non·virgin) wife. Wi fe takers do not pay bridcwcahh to /.: 1I r", III11I11CIC,,· parent out Ihe) Jrc 

obliged to pay 10 selnos' parents. Thus. il ')CCllls sound \0 argue Ilwt lIIin nc c.m .llso be 

understood as a I,"ymem for worn" ,,', .. ' I· Vlrgllllly. II lilli e, III general, entads the translcr 01 

both fertility and virginity. 

Who benefits I'rolll th c marriagc pa) lIIclIl'! 

Women in Sidama do not have a say in bridewealth negotl;uions ;lIld do not bencht lrom the 

paymen t. It is only the girl's father who derivcs direct economic bcndit from the lla)mcnt. 

Neither the gi rl nor her IUother arc ent itled to a share of thc millll c. 

l\ linne among the Sidama is take n as a means of compensating v. ifc givers for thc loss of thclr 

daughter. However. despite the fact tl1;lt mothers losc the l'lhor scn'icc of thclr daughter" 

they have no access to the cash obtaincd through milili c. Sc\'cral c'pJanatlons ;Irc pnmded 

for this con trad ictory phenomenon. Burlllre Slwshemo from lIanjll IlIle;lge. a mother 01 cight 

children offercd the following opinion,"h is a long cstablished tradllion. E\crywhcre in C\CI} 

aspect of life my husband represents this house. lie IS responSible for c\'cr)thlllg e\(,:cpl 

domestic matters. Therefore. he received 11 total of birr 1700 from the rnarrial:!c of (lur 1\\0 

daughters, and used a portion of it to cover some important expenses and put some portion 

aside for the fu ture marriage payment of our two grown up sons." (lilten']e\\. :'\o\cmOcr 

1999). Informants provide a variety of opinions and reasons 10 explain \\.hy men lake 

bridewealth. Nonetheless. a plausible answer ma) be ohtaincd by 1001\111£ mlO the p.LtntlTlcal 

social system and patriarchal ideology. which lend to [;I\Qur male members of the society. 



LIke land, li vestock. labor and agricultunl pr,"u" 11 
• 1\.1 .... cas I S an lIurun ... nt rc oun:c Of the: 

Sidama. Major resources afC in the hands of men and JS a f''1ull ",omen h.ne hmllcd rll;.!ill 

over th em. It is only men who arc involved 111 the IranS;lCtion of ca"h In bnde .... calth. A f ther 

who ra ises the cash for his son 's marriage is in turn cntll icd In take the cash rc,,:cl\cd I((I/Il hl$ 

daughter's matTiagc. Widowed women who become heath of household an: C'H:cpll{)n~ In Ih\.' 

general rule that exc ludes women from shanng in the hridc\\calth. l 'l1h kc mhc!" C;lh,:~nrlc 01 

women, widows pay bridcwcalth for their sons' m;lrnagc .111 <.1 rcce l\'c II at their d;lUghlCls 

mamage. 

As discussed earlier. a new type of marTi ngc. Adu!!'ha . \o,.as n:r.:C!lI I) IIHrO\.!m:cd III Sld,II11.1. 

Adulsha marriage takes place with the consent of the l;irl. Wllh II a ncw form 01 pmpcrt) 

transfer called mine worro was also introduced. The Items th .. t const ltuc mine nortu arc 

vari ed. The items include cloths. umbrella. cash. guns etc. Un like bmlc",calth. thc .unount of 

mine WOI'I'O is negotiated betwcen thc groom and the hri dc and transferred tn the I"widc ' s 

parents" It is the gi rl who distributes the mill e wurr() to her parents. In this type of traml'cr .1 

bride's mother has betic]" access to the property transferrcd" 

4.3 Polygy nous i\larl'iage 

In the o ld days mOSI of the Sid:un a were polygynists" According to IIlformanb., III the arlll'r 

days when land was plentiful, men tended to havc scveral \q \cs. lIowcver. S,dama SOC leI) 

has undergone various socioeconomic changes and conscquently monogamy gamed 

predominance. Nevertheless, some clderly mcmbers of the societ), 51111 enter Illto pol)g)nous 

marri ages. . . . 1 SO,llC P"l rl S of the Sldama. \\ here land IS 'Ihundant It IS also a common practi ce It . .. 

.. . . . ·1 ugh 10 maintain more than ont.! hou\t.!hnld and amono Individual members who ate ri C 1 cno .. o 



Data obtained from Ihe household survey IIldlCJtcd IhJI rnl~j:)'nou, m Ima!,:e 1111 pcm lS In 

the IwO research sites. However. it \\as found Ollllh"l people III l ul;I')';I \lclud;lllre more 

polygalllous Ihan in T ' arclIliessa, The survey resull depich Ihal out 01 the 40 re jl(1IIili!TlI 111 

Fulassa 20% were polygyni sts while in T'a rclllic')sa 12.5<:, \\CfC poIHD'IHSh. '\fJIl) I;.('tol' 

may account for the prev.:llence of poly£ynous marriage, f iov.-evcr, IIlfonnanls p<Hntcd 0111 

111.:1t Sidama Illen tend \0 acquire additional wives, due 10 Ihe demand for alithlmnal \\ omcn' s 

labor und the desire for numerous children. An old man who ha') Ilurtccn chlldren s.ud .. di 

hud iisuwo'c, 0050 dihogo l11o", which liter.:llly mc:ms, " 1 Jm nOI hUIl£ry or 1 am nOI hun 01 

children" when was asked why he is not a polygynist " I his re~pon~ lIldIC.IIC" th.11 men, 

among olher things, indulge in plural IlHIITiaf!cs either 10 ha\e many chllrJren or to nhtalll 

women's labor serv ices 10 feed household members, Lct u" 110\\ further e\pl.llll th\.' (\\u 

0\ errid ing factors of polygynous marriage. 

a) T he demand for women 's lahol' 

In Sidnma, as in many other rural agr:lI'ian soc ict ies, women's lahor IS of par;l1nOUIll 

importance both to 1l1nintain a household and 10 ItS economy, Sid;Jrna \\Olllen pl.1) 

indispens ible roles in food processi ng <lnd in Ihe d:lily l!l;Jinlenancc of households. They .Ire 

also involved in some agricultural act ivi lies. It is useful thus 10 highlighllhe Import.lI1cC uf 

women's labor in view of their productive as well as reproductive roles. 

Productive Roles 

. bo v mcn's invoh'cment In a,gflcuhural J~lhiuc" Ihclr When male mformants were asked <l ul \ 0 

. I, I \\ork" 1I0\\\.'\er. 111 I .• " P'ITllcipJte III agncu ura prompt response was brief, "no 1 ley uon , 

. f S'd'tlll't \\omen do the hulk of work III thc reality it has been found out that the majority 0 I. • 



production and processing of the single most important food crop. Cllset. Due to the role 

women play in enset production. men who own many parcels of ensel plot lend 10 take more 

than one wife so that they can have the addItional labor required to make ensel plant morc 

productive. This aspect will be discussed in detail In chapter six. In addition to tillS, Sidama 

farmers usually organize festive work-groups to undertake d1fferent agricultural operations. 

The success or fa ilure of such labor mobilization is determined by women's ability to prepare 

a large amount of food and drinks. Thus, a man who has a large acreage of cropland wants to 

acqu ire additional women's labor via the acquisition of addltional wife/wives in order to be 

able to organize festive work groups. This finding goes in line with Hamer's (1987) clail1lthat 

those Sidama men who have sufficient land lend to acquire additional wife in order to have 

access to additional women's labor. In sum the Sidama want to acquire additional wife/wives 

for the following two basic economic reasons: 

I.Women's indispensable roles in processing ense' and preparing food and drinks required to 

feed household members and organize work p:lrties th at arc important to undertake 

different agricultural activities. 

2.Women's exclusive role in manuring and harvesting the ense' plant. Animal manure is 

extremely important 10 provide a household with sufficient amounts of food. Thus, a man 

who plants many euset seedlings in different plots wants to have additional wives, III order 

to obtain a good yield of ense' crop. 

Reproductive roles 

are 
'
·nvolved ,·n domestic activities such as child bcarlllg, nurturing of In Sidama, women 

. r . r db· g."'g children and the daily maintenance of the household. These 
III ants, canng or an up nn 
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tasks are indi spensable to social rcprod ,- A uc Ion. s a result, a household where there IS only one 

wife while grown up daughters are not present may face difficultIes at limes of wife's delivery 

or in her absence. Thus in order to bridge such domestic labor gap some men bnng in an 

additional wife. It is a norm for co-wives to exchange domestic labor among themselves as 

need arises. Some Sidama polygynislS say, " mitcc gnlt cc, mitce elite", meaning. "one wife is 

one eye" to emphasize the necessity of an additional wife for the effecti ve fUllcliomng of 

households. The following example may illustrate how the need for additional women's 

labour leads some individuals into pol ygynous marriage. 

Case No.3 

Biru k Vota 

Biruk is a prosperous (by Sidama peasants' standard) young man. lie belongs to 
Waeno lineage. He has recently become one of the few young polygynists. lie 
married his fi rst wife six years ago. He is now in his early 30's. His wife bore 
him three chi ldren, two sons and a daughter. He built a big iron-roofed house on 
the land given by his fathe r upon his marriage. He raises crops like coffee. enset, 
maize and different varieties of trees. Three years ago Uiruk obtained a large 
sum of money from the sale of coffee. maize and, above all , from the sale of 111M 
processed wood used for construction purposes. lie spent the cash dcrived from 
the sale of these items to purchase onc and a half hectare of land located in 
another vi llage. The large proportion of the purchased land was planted with 
coffec, ensel and maize. He built a hut on his new land so that he can manage and 
protect the crops grown. Until he brought his second wife, his unmarried younger 
brothers lived intermittently in his new hut to serve as a watchdog to Biruk 's 
property and crops. However, his father, Yota. later began to express 
di ssat isfaction about Biruk' s management of the newly acquired property. lie 
complained • .• Bi ruk , the enset plant you abandoned on the new land became 
unproductive, because of lack of proper management and follow-up, the coffee 
was also exposed to stealing. and it waS also impossible to organize a work group 
which is important for maize production." Then he persistently urged his son to 
bring in an additional wife. At first Biruk was unhappy about his father's advice 
and said, " Since my first wife and I arc Protestant I strongly resisted my fathers 
idea, but he didn' t stop insisting on my having another wife. He later sent his 
elder brother to persuade me of the importance of obtain ing an ?ddilional wife. I 
resisted for some time. However, before it was too late, I realized that I should 
have another wife in order to use my new land and crops properly and to ease the 
work burden on my first wife. who was responsible for manuring the enset plant 
grown in the two different parcels of land. Finally I married a second wife, 
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paying 1200 birr for brideweahh Th . 
and plots of land (I " . e two Wives have their own separate houses 

. n crvlCw, November 1999). 

b) The desire for children 

The Sidama attach high value to I old d ell fen all want to have as many children as possible. 

Those men who cannot satisfy their needs for children tend to look for additional fecund 

woman. Sidama men prefer male cl ·Id 'I I · 11 fen to lerna e C 1I1drcn. Ilenec, apart from the need for 

additional children, some men also acquire additional wives to increase the number of their 

male ch ildren. Among the Sidama the desire for many children may be explained by the 

following motives: (I) to ensure parents' old age secunty; (2) 10 perpetuate and multiply 

one's lineage through the birth of male children and (3) to have nmural heirs of household 

property upon the death of a father. The following two cases of polygynislS exhibit how some 

Sidama may acquire additional wives main ly to have children: 

Case No. 4 

T'aemura \Verana 

T 'aemura Werana is a young man who belongs to wacll o lineage of Alcltu clan. 
He is in his early 30's. He obtained land through different sources. The land on 
which he currently lives was bought from one of the demobilized soldiers. The 
seller upon his return back to his village received a plot of land from the peasant 
association. But later T'acmura bought it at birr 2000. The size of the plot is one 
timad (1/4 hectare). The other agricultural land was received from his father 
upon his first maniage (iqqa). He has two wives, who li ve in separate houses but 
within the same premise. The senior wife occupies the bigger house while the 
junior resides in the smaller hut. His two wives bore him two children. a son and 
a daugh ter. The senior wife gave him a female child while the junior bore him a 

male child. 
He paid no mione to the senior wife's parents for she was a gursullUllCtC (a 
remarried), whereas his junior wife's parents recei ved birr 900 in marriage 
payment. In our discussion I posed a question, .> I learnt that you have two wives. 
why did you marry two?" He first hesitated and stared at my IIlterpreler then 
replied, " In our tradit ion rich men are prone to polygamous m?rriage. Th~y take 
upto four or five wives. I am not rich enough to have two wives. I acquired an 
additional wife in order to have as many male children as I wished. I have no 
surv iving brothers since they al l died. For this rcason, I want to have many male 

" 



chil.dren. My first wife gave me only a daughter. I waited for fhe )ears. but to no 
avail. Therefore, I brought in here my second wife. She bore me a son as I 
wanted." (Interview, October 1999). 

Case No.5 

Negussee Nehura 

Negusee Nehura is a young man, in his mid 30's. lie belongs to hanja lineage of 
the yanase clan. He took hi s first wife from the same clan but from different 
li neage. She belongs to gonowll lineage. li e lived with her for almost twelve 
years, but she bore him neither a son nor a daughter. Since the two arc Catholic it 
was difficult to dissolve the marriage. Finally he decided to marry another wife. 
violating the Catholic marriage rule and regulation. As he aired his problem ,. I 
waited for Weiru (his first wife) for a long time to bear me children. but she 
didn't. My younger brothers and friends who married long after my marriage 
have many chi ldren. I was in desperation. My brothers and other close kmsmen 
urged me to either divorce her or to acquire another wife. Then finally I decided 
and married Nigest Aergamo from the gergcda (guji Oromo) five years ago. I 
now have two children from my second marriage, a son and a daughter, I am now 
happy (Interview November 1999). 

As these two cases indicate, the Sidama usc the institution of polygyny as a strategy for 

obtaining several ch ildren. Hence, we can say that the Sidama case fits best Into the 

distinction Goody ( 1976) made between Eurasian and African 'heir producing devicc." In an 

attempt to describe the different means used by Eurasians and Africans to have many children, 

Goody states that: 

In Eurasia, it is largely, but not exclusively, an hcir-producing device. In 
this way it resembles other solutions to the problem of the absence of 
lineal heir. For example, barren (or insufficiently fertile) women may 
continue to be accepted as wives. while the absence of an heir is solved by 
bringing outsiders into a filial role (e,g. by adoption): . Or ~rrcn wlv,es 
may be divorced in favour of a more fertile one (glVlTlg nsc to. senal 
monogamy), Or such women may be supplemented by taking addlli~nal 
concubines (in polycoity) or wives (in polygyny), Th,e first three solutIons 
are largely Eurasian, the fourth, polygyny, largely Afncan (1976:42). 

A h SOd I as a man has large plots of land and is able to mailllain more than mong te l ama, as ong , 

h h Id I dd O,tional wives At present monogamy is the dominant type of one ouse a le can marry a ' 
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marriage In the two study areas Th h . aug some people stil i practice polygynous marriage 

monogamy IS preferred. It is wonh nothing. however, that some male .nfonnants stili 

appreciate the importance of polygynous marriage, even though the scarcity of land construms 

them from practicing it. 

To summarize, in Sidama there arc fou r distinct fOfms of marriage: lIucll:lIO, Dii ' ro. 

Ad ulsha and Adawana. The former three (onns of marriage involve cash transaction from 

the groom or his parents to the bride' s parents. Thi s transaction is locall y {cnned minue. 

After the introduction of coffee production , minnc has become a cost ly affair. At present a 

wife seeker may pay up to birr 1300 to a wife's parents. Bridc\"calth In Sidama IS a 

genelricial payment, which entails the tran sfer of rights over children to a husband. 

Currently, both monogamous and polygynous marriages are practiced among the S.dama. 

However, as compared to the former days, monogam y has recentl y become the dominant type 

of marriage. Scarcity of land is one of the major fac tors that account fo r the decline of 

polygynous marriage. At present most men lack sufficien t land to obtain additional wife even 

though they cou ld manage the bridewealth. Nonetheless, those men who have widely 

separated parcels of land or large holdings tend to have additional wives. In a majority of 

cases, men acqui re more than one wife in order to obtain women's labor and to have as many 

children as they desire. 
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e llA I'TEI{ FII'E 

Women's Access to and Control o\er l{ c'io ll rcc'J 

The mai n issues this chapler scts out to I . I cxp ore arc ( ) the change 111 the land tcnu~ S)stclll'i 

of the $idama (2) women's access to and c01ltrol over l;lIld and olher resources .111<1. (1, thc 

Siduma's rule of inheritance. The first sec1i01l discusses the history of the Sidarna l;lIll! tenure 

systems and explores women's righ ts over land under the different tenures. The !;cCOllrJ 

sect ion deals with women's access to other resources like II\'C~lock and crops. The Jast Sl!ctl(lTl 

provides a brief account of the Sidama's rule of inheritance. 

5.1 Lund Tenure Systems nud Women's Access to Land. 

Land is one of Ihe principal assets of the Sidama peasants. O\cr the last century. Ihe Sidama 

ha\c undergone historical changes 1Illheir land o\\llcrship systcm. The dlfh:rCl1tlanti holdlilf 

arrangcments the Sidama have so far cncountcred can he c,ltcgori/ed Into three types: 

customary (clan- based), feudal and public (slate) tenures. I.£t tiS now offcr a hrid descriptIOn 

of the different systems and women's ownersh ip and usufruct rights of land under the variet! 

systems. 

5.1.1 Customary land tellure. 

Customary tenures usually refer to systcms whcrc somc SOCial authOrities or local pollllc;11 

entity exercise administrative rights over land (ul\\ry. 1988:5.as Cited III Simbolon. 1997). In 

the remote past, in Sidama. population dcnsity was low and excess land \\ as a\ .lIlahle both for 

. d d· I this situ'llion I)rin\e ownership of l'lIld \\as uncommon and gruzlIlg an crop pro uetlon. n ,.' 

cl o. II did oily According to 1iamer, "The onl) rccogni/cd Illk 111 " groups owne an commun, . 
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land was held by the clan historically associated \~ Jlh a £1\ en p.m:cl. .... Jlh all household heads 

having rights of use that could be transmitted from one gel1Cnltlon to another" (19X7·~9) . 

Prior to the incorporation of the Sidamii Into the Menehk's Empire" the \ ,hi land uf the 

Sidama was held by its th irteen clan groups. These clan groups were corpor.lle III thai they 

cont rolled property, including l<l nd , <ln d were represen ted by assemblies of elders (Hamer, 

1987:3 1). In the Sidama tmditiorwl land holdi ng system Ihe ri gh t to usc :Irable 1'lI1d within .. 

purticul ar arcu was based on clan membership and the family m:llc heads made dcci<,lOn:; on 

land al location . Hence, the traditional form of the Sid.una land tenure s),stcm can nest ],c 

described as clan based in which land W:1S apportioned among families of the clan. 

Under the customary tenure. among others. rule of descent and residence pattern at marri:lge 

played important roles in determ ining inhcril:lI1cc and 1:lIld usc rights. It should he nOlcd that 

Sidama was and is still a strongly male domirwtcd patrilineal soc iety In which descent IS 

reckoned through the fa ther' s line. Besides. the common p:Illcrn of residenc!.! upon marri'lgc 

was and continues to be patriloc:ll. As a result male members of the pat ri linc held rights over 

land, while women were denied enti llrnent to this important resource. 

Em ror Meneli!.: (1889. 1911) was the Shl'\\:111 AmharJ lin~ \\Im J~p,rcd i~r iI Unir,~ lIh 'pia, lie I~nal!~ 
pc t S'd . nd n).;}IlY (Ilher ethnl": group~ II1tO ElllItlPIJII bnpm.: dOllun,u~d h~ 

suc~'eeded to Incorporate t ~ r' 'haITlJ'9~ ce!Uu .... Ileiorc ;\Icnchl', Cllnque~t the Sidilll).;) \\crc unJcr the fl II: 
nonherners 111 Ihe tasl quancr 0 e .' 
of different clan chiefs called moll'. 



An imporlant aspect of customary (clan b' d) . . . • asc lenure IS the pnnclple 01 fmil occuPJnr.::~ am.l 

its overriding special rights granted to the fir:;1 settler.; 10 a partlcu];lr area (AJe)oJu. 

1976:29,in Simbo[on, 1997). In Sidama. the onginal holder of arJhle land in the cuqnrnary 

tenure system transferred land 10 male children or clo~c kinsmen through malTlagc and 

through inheritance. Unlike arabic land, ho\\c\'cr. collective ly held gr:l/ing <Inti forc'l lands 

were not transferred from one generation to another through Inhcrit:mcc or otherwise. 

Unlike their male counterparts. women did no\ have land ri!!IIIS eit her through rn;lrriagc or 

through inheritance in the Sidama cuslom:lry pattern of i;lI1d holdlll£. Worm:n'''lli.:pm;1\101l 01 

titl e to land is partially attributed 10 women's ambiguous posit ion, to usc Sunbolon's (1997) 

phrase. In Sidama, women's mcmbership 111 the ~IIlShIP group (Mfers accorr.,hng. to their 

marital stalUses. Before marriage women <Ire pari of their fathers' group. whcrt.:as ahcr 

marriage they no longer belong to it. This anomalous social idelllllY of women seems \0 11<1\ C 

weakened their rights to hold land. In general under the customary l[lmJ tenure s)'stelll the 

Sidam <l peasants had free access to I:md. but women were not entitl ed to land. 

Several writers have argued that in Africa \'here customary land holding s"h:m 

predominates, women have better access to agricultural land, and as a result they pl'l) a 

pivolnl role in the production of food crops. Howevcr, the findings of this study go ag.lInsl 

this contention. In the traditional land holding system Sidama women had hnlltcd access to 

land and they were not the main actors in agricultural production. 



5.1.2 Feuda l tenure 

The land tenure system of Ethiollia under the old feudal regime can be grouped IIlto lour 

major types: communal (rist), church, state and private tenures (I)cs~algn. 19H4:J7). In 

communa l land, individuals (botl1 ",e,, ' d' ) , 
.111 \\Omen can Obl,UII land from Ihc Im.t occupant 

through kinship relations. Under this system the IlIdlvldual holders had only usc rights mer 

the ir holdings. The holders cannot transfer land to others by sale. mortgage or gifl. c'(eept b)' 

lease (Dessa lgn, 1984: 17). The church land, Known as Sellloll land, \\:,IS state owned but 

given to the Ethiopian Ol1hodox Church. which had only usu fruct rights. 

The most common form of state tenure, parl1cul:lrly althe millal stage of ~Iench"'~ c()nqu~:>.t. 

was termed ~Iadcria , In Ihis system land was :Ipponloned to indIviduals who were 10),,,1 to 

the stale on temporary basis. Like r ist and the church land. the holders of ~ I adcria land had 

only use rights over the land. Private holdings. on the other hand. werc 1:lI1ds t"ken ;1\\'<1)' 

from the original pcasa1ll holders :md given to the state ofllclals on IIldl\tdual h:tSI:>.. {'nhJ...c 

the abovc-mentioncd tenures. in private tenures Ihe l:lIldholders h;ld hoth 0\\ nCfslllp and 

uSurmCl rights over the [and. [n Sidama. ~ lml c ri a and privlIte tenurcs were the 1ll0~t 

dominant rorms of [and holding ancr thc McnchJ... conqucst. The discussion 10 follo\\. 

explores how the Sidama's land holding system was Iransfol111ed Into the feudal f0I111. 

The sou thern and southwestern pans of Ethiopia were 1I1corporaICd 1JlIO the Ethiopian Ellipire 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, notably betwccn 1875 and 1898 (PanJ...hurst. 19661. 

The Sidama, in particular. were brought under Emperor ~lenelik in 1893 (li amer. (976). 

Af I 
. f h S'd· ml land by thc McnellJ...·s soldiers. nc\\ forms of land tenure ter t le occupation 0 t c 1.11 • 

f f II . osed upon the original inhabltallts. Aceordlllg 10 
were introduced and oree U y lI11p 



informants, tbe first clan chief ( ~ I o le ) who I,.·,d ~'accfully 
I'~ SUOllllllr:d to Ih\.' '.:ot1hl..'rII 

conquerors led by Dcj azmac h Desha Abo),t! was Il·,1 '1,. II' 1"- I· 1 \ I' 
.• Ie a CUl'vO Ill.' Cli:lSl'C,IO. _",lIn.: 

motes, like l3alicho. who submitted pC'j"cflllly '0 ,I,e "nl .... n lern conquerors rclallled their 

previous position and became ba labhnls. These local balabhat.'. \\crc rt!sponslhlc for 

collecting tribu te and for settling dispu tes. Morc IInport:mtly, Ihey played Il1tcrmcdhuy roil'S 

between the Sidarna people and the new settlers. 

Since the Yallase clan was the firsl to accept the newl y cstabhshcd Northern admi nl slr.ltltlll, 

the two research siles where th is clan predominates wcre among the areas III which the nc\\ 

form of land holding arrangement had rirsl come Into effect. During thc c;Jrly )e;Jr, 01 

Mcnelik's expansion. the Northern adrninislr:non; confiscated "unoccupied 1,lI1d" anrJ 

distributed it to gan'lsons on a temporary basis. This was callcd nmdcria lanrJ. ~l any clrJl.'rI) 

informants were of the opinion thatthesc" unoccupied lands". 111 :\(;tual fact. were col lectively 

held grazing and forestl ands. They also indicated that in thc early st;lge of the l:lIId 

confiscation process indigenous cultivators wcre not evicted from thei r holdings. The 

information obtained from elderly informants goes in line with what Marku~l s (1974) \\rot!.'. 

" ... there was no mass displacement of cultivators nor <ln y sudden <lppcarance of a lanc..llc!'!s 

class. The primary economic effect was <I depression in the level of living for the peasants" 

(as quoted in Donham. 1984 : 52). 

Though the Northern . of ,I,e S,·dama land did not resu lt III peasant e\ letion. all occupatIOn ' 

Id . f d 1 . t that the Sid:una. women <lnd men altke. had hard tilllc~ e edy In ormants agree on t 1e pOIll 

I ' . The se\'erity of this problem \ .. ried from onl! area under the rule of the Northern gO\ernols. 

to another. . fl.'· e people was mainly rooled in the system of \ Iadcria The sufferi ng 0 \1e]}<1 IV 
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land holding. Thi s land holding pattern gave the bndholdcrs the nghl to c'propnalc good .. 

and labour services from the original inhabil;mb called gch lmr [;.I!.:h gchbar \'as reqUIred tu 

provide agricul tural products like gra in. bUller. h01C),. sheep .lIld gO;IIS to his m .. "ter as "ell as 

labor tribute by farming. herding cattle. building ami repairing houses. fencing and CUlling 

firewood. These were the services expected from Sidarna men. Sidama women (gc bhar',,; 

wives) on the olher hand, were obliged to wor\.; for the settlers' wives. They rendered lahul" 

services such as grinding and pounding grain, fClchLng w;ltcr, cool.;ing. cleaning a house and 

cattle kraal, washing clothes. Clc. BOIh Sidalll:l n',en and wOlllen were made to work c\'cr)da) 

of the week except Sundays. They devotcd Sundays and !lights to work 011 their plots and 

household activities. In shan , this mc:mt that much of the tllnc and l .. hor of Sidama men ;l1ld 

, .. ·omen were spent in enriching their masters' households and economy. 

Bes ides the tcmporary made ria land. other forms of land tenure wt:re :Ilso introdur.:cd into 

Sidama.These were gliU (lifetimc tenure). !"ist ~lIlt (pcrmancnt tenure) and private tenure. 

Unl ike the former two. the latter was the dominant lind irnport:l1lt tenurc towards the end of 

the feudal regime when land became a SC:lrcc resourcc as:1 consequcnce of population growth 

and the introduction of coffec production. With the introduc tion of coffee. c,lch of the 

Northern settlers employed diffcrent stratcgies to maxllnil.e his holdings: 

Throuoh the usc of pol itical powcr. land holding rights were 
conve~cd from temporary to pcnnanent form: 1Il3eCurate 
measurement enlarged private land holdings: fraud. 
, ' 'd' d force wert: cmplo)t:d to deprI\·c thc southcrn 
Intlml allan. an .. 
oabbars of their ill -defincd rights: and trequently. outright 
" , 'erted s'"c',ble '\rt:as of land IntO the pm· ate propert)" seizure con\ .,. . 
of po' .... erful officials (~ l arka"ls 197 .. : as quoted III Donham. 

1985:54), 
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As noted earlier. the new settlers expropnall!d Ill;unl) "unused" and "abandoned' land of Ihc 

indigenous people and hence the clan .. bl I d ara c an occuplcd by mdlgenous CUItI\;lhlr<,> \\as 

largely left unaffected. This is to say thai the tradllional land holding s),stem and the allen 

feudal type were in operation side by side 1Il1llost parIS or the Sid:una arca. Ilowcvcr after the 

It alian occupation of 1936. the exploitative l-:cbhar system W;lS abolished. Whl1t: ri\l. "iCIIUIII 

and private tenu res remained intact lip until the nationalization of rural land . 

What should be emphasized here is that though the Introduction of new hllH1 tenure s)slCmS 

have brought about various changes in the life of the Sid:una. the)' did nOI Improve \\omen's 

access to land. In the feudal tenures. :IS with the customary system. the Sid;.llll:l \\om\,!11 h'ld 

limited access to land. 

To sum up, the incorporation of the Sidama mlo the Ethiopian Empire was fo ll owed hy tIlL' 

introduct ion of various new forms of land holding arrangements. The major forms wcre 

Ilmdcl'ia and private tenure. These new forms. however, did 110t :lholish the custOIl1;U) 1:II1J 

holding system of the local inh:lbit:mts. This is to say that the two different and mutually 

cxc lusive systems existed side by side for more than a century. The problems brought :lhout 

by the new systcm were varied and complex. However, for the purpose of tillS p"l>cr, \\e \\ Lll 

confine oursehes only to the major ones. These were shortage of gr:lIIng land and shortage 

of agricultural labor. leI us discuss these issues and their ImplicatIOnS for \\omen's 

workload. 

I) Shortage of grati ng land 

As stated before. the new settlers look over the so-caned unused and abandoned 1~\Ild. wlm:h 

were in aCllIal facl Ihe paslllreland used for the large herds of cattle. sheep. go.IIS etc. Hem:e 
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tbe 1975 Ethiopian land reform proclamatlOll would "npro'·, women's propert) fight o\Cr 

I' program and its outcome III relallon to land. In what follows. the Ethiollian land rerorln 

women's access to land shall be discussed. 

In 1975, Ethiopia witnessed a radical transformation III its land tenure system. The chang!.! In 

the Ethiopian agrarian system was a result of widespread popular stru ggl!.!. In the 1975 

Proclamation rural land was nationalized and as a consequence tenancy and land lordism wen.: 

abolished (Dessalegn, 1984). 

Land reform programs may have different forms of land tenure depending upon th!.! country III 

which they operate. Jacobs (I996). for instance, has identified fou r \'arietles: (I) Indi"idlhll 

ow nership (2) land titles distributed individually but held by the s t ~lte (3) cooperallve tellure 

where land is held on behalf of all memhcrs by a cooperative entIty (4) collcct1\C j";mTIS 

where land is held by the state and no priv;lte ownership exists. Of all these. th!.! EthIopian 

land reform falls under the second category in which land is held by the state and indlvidu,11 

holders do not have ownership right over the land they cu ltI vate. 

According to Articles FOllr and Fi ve of the Procl:nnalion, privutc ownershIp of land and the 

transfer of holdings by sale, lease. mortgagr.: etc and the usc of Imed labor arc prohibited 

(Ncgarit Gnzchl. Proclamation No. 31, 1975). Article Fort)' of the ConstItution of the Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia also states thaI. ..... Land IS a common propcrt) of the 

nations. nationaliti es and peoples of EthiopIa and shall not he subject to sale or other means of 

exchange" (Ncgarit Gazeta . Proclamation No.1. 1995). These provisions ,ndicah.: th .. t!;md III 

Ethiopia is state owned and individual holders do not havc o\\ncrship nghts o\er tlus 



.' • S Ie 1 "ma arc concemcd. peasant do nul principal economic asset. Howevcr as fir a· tl . S d 

acknowledge that land is owned by an cxtcmal body called statc. As a n.!~ult. mo!)t of the 

peasants do not abide by the prohibitory pro\'isions of the I""" F or example. land !'clhng ha!' 

become more common and peasants have now begun to use hired labor to undertal.c !'ollle 

agric ultural activities, particularly in coffee picking. 

Since the 1975 land reform program. land in Sidama is obt:lI ned through d!l"fen.:nt means. 

T hese are through inheritance upon the death of one's falher, through m;LlTiage gift (iqqa) .lIul 

through membership in peasant associalion. In the two research ;lreas, \\ hen! land has n()\~ 

become a scarcc resourcc and thc peasant associatIOns ;In! in short supply of land to l'I\! 

parccJed oulto ind ividual applicants. young peasants have begun to rely almost exclusndy on 

inheritance and marriage gifts (iqqa). Despite the fact th:lt i;md IS now owned by the sWlc. the 

traditional patrilineal rules of dcseent slill detcrmines ri ghts over land Ihal benefit ani) onl.! 

secti on of the society, namely men. Il owever, in the Interviews conducted It was found nut 

Ihat there are some exccptions to this gencral pattern. Let us offcr an cxamplc th;!1 

demonstrates how somC mcn oblain land Ihrough Ihcir wives. oul of Ihel r patnlllll.!;lgC. 

Case No 6 

Bcyene Bcrassa 
Heyenc is a married man \\ ho hclongs 10 gOIlO\\ a llneage. lie is aOoul SO. I h!' 
wife, Marta Kayamo. belongs to all;l\\O llnc;lge. Hc)cnc look her in marriage 
some 30 years ago. Before the marri'lge he hved with his paternal uncle 11\ !lurk'a 
village where Martha' s parents were Ii, ing. Upon theIr marriage Be)'ene did not 
receive marriage gift from his poor uncle on which hI.! could start his nc\~ mamed 
life. For thi s reason he took his WIfe 10 his deceased father's village calleJ. 
Chcngc. In Ihis village Ik)ene 1001. a small plot of land and a heifer from Ius 
poor mother. These properties wcre originally held by Ius deccased father. The 
twO lived in this hot and drought prone area only for Ihree yC;Lrs. Lifc III Chcn:,.:e 
was very difficult. espec ially for IllS WIfe. Shl.! could not swnd the hoI ~~e'Llher and 
suffered from malaria repeall.!dly. In addition. thcy \~crc nOl aole to gro~~ enough 
food due to Ihe errati c rainfai1 p:Ltlern :Ind low soil fertihty couplcd \~llh small 
land size. These problems urgcd them 10 man: back to I\ l arth~I's nawl \'Lllagc. 



When
j 

thedYT'CjlUmed ~ack M:lltha's father ga\c them large plot:; of coff,",!! amI 
enset an. louoh IhlS land W' s bt· d f ' . .:>' a 0 ame rom hIS \\lfe s father. ills under full 
con llo\ of Beyene. After the l:u,d ,'I· B . . . • c arlll e)'enc ohl,nned addilionalland Imm the 
peasant aSSoclatlOn and bought o,'c '" d . j , . . • I a qu,Lrtcr leel'lres of land. ;\0\' the, h\c.1 
comfortable life 111 Burk 'n. (Inlcrvic\\ with Bc)cnc ilm.l \1artha. Dcccmlxr'\(99) 

• us om.lry.1ll ell a tenures, women In the study areas Available data indicate that as ,. " tl,c c t ' 'd f d I 

arc not eligible for land allotment under the new land legislation. This IS a questIon llwl 

deserves to be discussed and explained III Illorc delaiL 

In theory, women in Ethiopia afC entitled to land. The land reform legislation has provided 

men and women equal rights of access to land. According to Proclamation No 31. 1975 

(Anicle 4), "without differentiation of the sexes, any pl.!rson who is willing to pcrsonall) 

cultivate land shall be allotted rural land sufticient for his maintenam:e and th.1I of 1m ['lInil) ." 

This provision clcarly shows Ihal both womcn and men have equal rights to hold I:tnd. or the Ie 

is no discrimination against women's land rights. However. despllc the prO\lSIOn of thc law, 

women in Sidama have never gained rights 10 hold land. Thc Sidama h~ln; failed to adhere to 

the state land law, among othcrs. for tcchnical and soc iocultural n.:a50ns. The te;;hl11cahty 01 

the reform has 10 do with the implemcntation of the Icgls1~llion, while the socia cultural 

problems stemmed from the long-standing kinship systems and patlem of residence. Let us 

first look at the technical problcm. 

Under the 1975 land reform program. land was distributed to households rather th.L11 to 

individuals. This distribution system had 1\S own problem. The problem was thalm Su.lama. 

as in many other parts of Elhiopw. men arc defined as heads of household and in effect land 

allotment was made, in most I1lstallces. III the names of men. As a result rur.11 women were 

denied to hold land on their own right. 



According to Ihe law. women he'lds of 11 h Id 1 . , ouse 0 suc I as widows or dl\'on.:ee~ can h..! 

registered as members of peasan! associ:ltions and thereby arc aUo\\cd 10 hold land. But III 

Sidama they rarely have such right s due to the well-c!>labhshed patriarchal ideology ami the 

soc io-cullural systems. which impede the de facto Llllplcmcntation ofthc law. 

As in the customary land holding systcm, in the land reform program traditional norms pcr~lst 

10 innuence land allocation among the Sidarna. L:l1ld has been and IS still considercd the sole 

property of male members of Sidama and is lransferred from ge neration to gcneratlon on the 

basis of rule of decent through male. Women were not allowed to hold land either III their 

natal family or in their husband's village. Thi s is an accepted rule both by men and women 

members of the society as control of llIen over land IS a long establIshed lr:ldllion to which the 

soc iety at large still adheres. The 1975 land reform progr;lI11 did not break this Ir;ltl1llOn;11 

custom. which favors only the male Illemhcrs of society. As el;pericnces show dUring the 

time of land redistribution, Ihe pe:lsanl assoc iation Ilwl WliS HI charge of l:md alloc:lIi()ll did 

not provide land either to women in male heads or households or 10 women household hc:ltk 

This is so because, as Dube Dukmno. a peasant association chair person said: 

In the Sidama tradition wOlllcn have ne\'cr held land rights. In the fir .. t 
place they are not fanners . They may ga in a IUnited access to usc land 
only through their hushands. Even 111 the event of their hushand .. · death 
they can keep and use their husbands land 111 trust until their sons n:ach 
marriageable age. For thi s reason. women have nevcr obtained lami on 
their own right through the peasant association. It is not c\'en a normal 
thing for women to appl y or appeal for land right" (Interview. r\ovembcr 

1999). 

In general. it was found Ollt that the 1975 Land Reform Proclamation did not pr01c~1 Sld:lIlia 

women's rights o,'er land. Although the 1;1\\ 111 Its lencr is not discri mllHltory 11 proved p;lrtlal 
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in application. In short, to use Jacobs (19%) • . . expressIon, land reform In Sidama hJ~ onl) 

resulted in a change in control over th I· d f . e an rom a more dIstant patriarch (\llIagc cldc~ and 

landlords) to a closer patri arch, i.e. husband 

5.2 Women's access to other resources. 

In addition to land. livestock and agricullUral products :lrc of paramount importance to the life 

of the Sidama. 

5.2.1 Acccss to livcstock and their products 

As mentioned earlier. the Sidama keep cattle. sheep. goats. pad; animals and ,hickcn~. 

However, due to severe shortage of grazing land and anirn:ll feed. the average holding~ of 

individual famlers have become extremely small. 

The Sidanla obtain livestock through different means. chief among which 'In.: marn;lgc gift 

(iqqa), purchase and inheritance. As these m:ljor modes of acquiring livestock favor men 

only, women arc deprived of <lily ownership right to livestock. It is thus only men who hJ\'c 

complete control over livestock. Women do not have owncrsh ip rights to either cattle or 

small stock. The only domestic animal ovcr which a woman has some control is chicken. 

However, women are able to own and disposc of ll"estock products like milk. egg. :lIld hullcr 

Nonetheless, it is importan t to notc that women arc able to sell these Items if and onl) If the) 

satisfy family needs. Though women. in most instances. are e~cluded from 0\\ ncrshlp and 

use rights to livestock, widows who escape prcarrangcd leVirate marriages can have betl~r 

access to li vestock. However, under normal circumstances \\omen can not ha .. e full contrlll 

over livestock. 
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5.2.2 Access to the rruits of labor 

As in 01 her resources. gender is the 111'1'0 d ' . • J r Clcnnlll3nl of dlflcrentlal at:t:c~s 10 and t:OIuml 

over cash and food crops. Sid'lOla IllCll 'Ild' I d" • .1 \\omen laVe dlercnt crops o\er \\1111,:11 Ihe) ha\\.~ 

full con trol and/or use rights. Women in Sidumu arc totally e'\cllldcd from the o\\ner~hlp Ill' 

some va lued crops that generate substant ial income. They have control only over t:rnp~ 

produced entirely for house hol d consumption and with little market value. 

The on ly c rops over which the Sidama women have complete control arc cn.,c! ~lIld cabt'lagt:. 

These backyard crops arc produced primarily for family consumption. 11I)\\c\er. \Hlllll'n 

occasionally sell these crops to obtain cash. It should be emphasized thaI though these crops 

are considered women's crops, the usc of these crops is under the indirect scrutiny of 

husbands. Husbands always check on whether their \\I\'e5 meet the food needs of the 

household members. Thus unless wOlllen s:lIlsfy the household needs, they c;m'l c:<cn:lsC 

their rights \0 sell these crops and use the money. On the other hand. women do not havt: 

either ow nershi p or use rights to crops like IctT. maize. coffec. haricot bean. etc. These crops 

are taken as crops over which on ly men have full control and right to dispose of. 

Coffee is one of the valued crops. which the Sidama produce entirely for the 11l;lrkct. ~h:n 

have exclusive ownership right to this crop :lIld lIldepcndently decide on the disposal of the 

crop and on how to spend the money denved from the sale of the crop. In some hou"ell(llds, 

where coffee is planted relatively on large plots or land. hust'lands set aSide a few colkt: tr\!c ... 

for thei r wives so that the latter can usc them both for household consumption and for ... al..:. In 

addition. women may get involved in pelly coffee pdfenng clthcr to obtain cash from the ... ak· 

or to meet household requirement. This act of pilfering is locally termed lllurnncho It IS ;111 



mformal but a well-establi shed mcclnnism th h h· h • rout; v. II.: \~omcn case th\!lf ar.::c.:l'sS In u c 

coffee fo r household consumption and for s" lc. U I' .. n .!i.e their malc countcrrarts. \\omen usc 

the small amount of money they obtain from thc sale of coffee mainly to rcslod, their 

hou seholds wi th consumable goods IJ·kc d·bl ·1 . C I COl. 01110n, salt. pepper etc that afC necessary to 

provide fami ly members with thc daily meals. 

Women by virtue of being thc main food providers of the family control portions of the crops 

ass igned to f~lInily consumption. But men as heads of household ha ve full control o\er the 

surplus produce. They often store thc surplu s In granary and keep II until the pnce goes up. 

Women arc s trictl y prohibited from lak1llg crops stored in the granary. As an old \Hll1l;1I1 

stresses. " Bcdc lla gotc ra hchu ya hosura minc chalc". which literally me'lIls. "mauc ston:d 

in a granary is akin to a man in pri son." 

In general. differential access to and control over resources between the two .~cxcs seems to tx: 

a direct renection of the culturally prescrlbcd gender di vision of 1:lbor. As wLl I he discussed 

in the following chapter, men do the bulk of agricultural work, particularly 111 the production 

of cerea l crops and coffee o vcr which they have complete contra\. In contrast to men, \\Olllcn 

arc engaged mainly in the production of ense l and cabbage 10 which they have exclUSive 

rights. Likewise. as long as milking cows IS an exclusive actin ty of \\omen. they conunuc III 

enjoy full rights to dispose ofbuuer and IllIlk. 

From the interviews conducted. it transpired that somc men do take women's limited .. cccss 10 

and co ntrol over produc tive resources as a mere consequence of their margll1ah/;1I101l in lllaJor 

agricultural works. In response to the question 1 ]lased, ,. Why women aTc dCllIcd access to 
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r es?" th ·d " I reSOll C . , ey Sal . \II lal do they do with II od lC pr UCII\'C resources. It IS ani) \~\! , .. ho an~ 

held responsible for agricultural aCliv'( ., WI lies. lcn.:as \\omell simply say that. .. due 10 the long 

accepted tradition of tile Sidama only men 0" .. 1 III - r· . I Jjar resources 0 the society' 

5.2.3 Access to resources in relation 10 " olllen's llI11rital statuses 

M~lITiage among the Si d~lIna is the basic means by which men own land and other n:s(lurccs 

and women obtain access, though limited. 10 lISC land and conlrollhc fruils of Ihelr 1;lbor. In 

the Sidama tradi tion it has been and sl ill is the norm that upon the marriage of :1 son the tuher 

allocates a parcel of land so that the new couple will be able to establish the.r independent 

household. This provision/girt at marriagl.! is neither a version of dowry nor of hridl.!\\c .. 1th. 

The Sidamu have assigned the term iqq:1 10 such tr;msfer of land to the son at marnag!! . 

Likewise. women gain limited access to usc 1:l11d :md other agricultural resources only alkr 

marriage and througb theiT husbands. The Sid:nna ortcn usc :111 old saYlll£ .. , IlIc)atiC iqq i 

ayiddaansic minc noo" to emphasise that wOlllcn guill access to resources only In their 

husbands' village. Husbands usually assign :1 small parcel of land to wives 10 grow b;lCky;ml 

crops like cabbage and ensel. However. i1 should be noted that the husbands could take back 

the land and reassign it to other "male" crops whenever the need arises. As regards aCCCS'i to 

resources the situation of divorcees is worse than that of married \ ... ·olllen and \\ ido\\ s. 

5.2.3. I Divorce and di \ orced \\ omen's ri ghts 0 \ er resoll rees. 

In Sidama. divorce is not uncomlllOn. According to the 1965 sur\cy the divorce r;ltl.! was 

reported to be 43 perccnt (1987:75). Either;l husband or;\ wife can initiate the dl'isolutlon of 

marriage. [n most instances. however. hushands take the initiative. TIllS is occ;luse mun) 
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women are scared of divorce as they a elL I be . , r .I\C y to comc destitute and lose custody of their 

ch ildren. 

There arc many factors that work against the sl:lbility of marriage 11\ Sidama. or Iht.:~c. 

woman's infertility or low procreative capacity is a major factor. As discussed before. 

marriage among the Sidama entails the transfer of women's procreative power \0 a hu ... hand 

and his agnatic lineage. It is importanllo note that marriage in Sidama becomes binding only 

after the birth of the first child. Thus. if a woman docs not exercise her procreative power ami 

bears her husband no child or onl y a few children, the m:LlTi agc, sooner or later. may he 

terminated. In addition. a woman who bears numerous daughters but no male child IS also 

suscept ible to abandonment by her husb'l1ld. This implies that III Sidamu, as mcnllom:d 

earlier, husbands prefer male to female ch ildren. This speCial preference for a son o\'er a 

daughter may be attributed to the Sidama' s c:'(ogamous marriage practi ce. patrilocal potltelll of 

residence and male's exclusive inheritance ri ght to pan.:nt's property. In the discussion helt! 

with key informants, it was found oul that since daughtcrs rnarry out of their natal village :l1ld 

the n belong to their husband's agnatiC lineage. the Sid:una prefer to have more malc children 

than female. 

Apart from barrenness or male child preference. a man may abandon his wife for reasons of 

cxtra.marital sex ual affair. poor household m,magement. Inefficiency in entertaining guests. 

frequent coffee theft. etc. On the other hand. a WOlllan may run away from her husband for 

reasons of ill treatment. frequent nagging and assaulting. the husb'lIld·s failure to clothe her or 

to provide money for consumable goods (salt. kerosene. edible oil. etc). 
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Sidama women cannot lay any clail ' i n 10 ell lef movable 0 bi r IImno\ a c propcny upon the 

termination of her marri age. It is a norm that . a woman Icu\cs her home only \,jlh her harku 

(a married woman's head rest made of wood) and other ~mal1 personal belongings such ,1 

clothes, worimc and sisicho (ensel processing lools) 

gl 11 y. S ,I 11.:5UI I , sc mo (a never m'lrricd \ .rgol wIfe) In Sidama high value is unachcd \0 vip'1 '\ A'" 

a v.t!1 I.lgcs over a dIvorced or a rcmmTLcd \\lfe is more respected and has some d' . . 

(gursurmncte). A sCilla who runs away from her fi rst husb:md (1III1ttar:\) has a nghllO return 

b;;lCk to him whenever she decides to do so. The husband (muttura) accepts her return Wllhout 

any hesitation. He may take her as an additional wife/wIves or in place of his other wife. The 

following case ill ustrates the impact of scrno and llIuttara 's relationship on mamagc stahihl) 

and how scums have better access to thcir husbands' resources than J.;l1rM1It1llICICs. 

Casc No.7 
Burtukan Arcdo 

Burtukan Arcdo is a gursUllllllctC. She is in her late 20s and belongs to;1 ga lada 
lineage. Duri ng the interview she was living with her third husband. Iler first 
marriage was di ssolved by the death of her l1Iuttllra, while her second marriage 
ended up in divorce. Eight years or so ago she elOl)l!d with her first husband 
Hlutt a ra. Before she eloped, her deceased husband gave her small marriage gifts 
called mine worro. The gifts werc a co:,t, twO gabis (a large home m;,de cotton 
cloth), an umbrella and k 'olo (a traditional Sidam:, clOIh) She put the Hems III her 
parent's house with a writlcn short note before she leC! for her husband's 
homeslCad. The items were distributed according to her decision: a coat and gahi 
10 her fathe r (anna), an umbrella and K'olo 10 her mothcr (:1111111:1 ), )!:t hi to her 
paternal uncle (\Vasile). After a year of married lifc she lost her husl1and by 
natural dealh . Then afler her husbands' dealh his kinsmen hated her as If shc had 
ki lled him. Since she didn't bear hcr late husband a child his father and brothcrs 
urged her to leave their place and then she returned to her nalal ,·dlage. She 
ITIaJTied agai n two years later after the death of her first husband. She bore hcr 
second husband twO children. a son :l1Id a daughtcr. But after four )cars her 
marriage once again came to an end. As she c:(plalilcd "one day:1 \\oman camc to 
our house. My husband accepted her as a welcome guest. Then some tnnc I;lter 
he declared that she is his se lllO. A~ain after a 1I10nth or so he call cd me and ~ald. 
"Since [am a follower of protcstarrt church. I cannot keep you 1\'0 as my \\L\CS 

and you know that it is my obligation 10 accept my se lllO and keep hcr as my 
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wife." And insisted that Ilca\c for my po • " I- . 
1 f h b 

. fen space. I did as he \\I<;hcd On'~ I 
e t my us and s home without 'Ill ' . , . . 
lactalino female child \1/,1 d I' f} propcny I nccJmc destitute 1 look a 

o· IltnCan ctamalcch'ldt I B 1 1 
the child who lien w'tl h" I '" . I 0 lim. ul <ller I carn! th~1 

I 1 lin las died (Internew \\Jlh l3urtukan. Octohcr 1999). 

, ,L IS uncommon to lind a single Illall or II s1I1!;.lc Even though divorce is common in Sid'una '(' r: 

woman hOllsehold, except in the case of some widows. This means [hal dIvorce IS often 

followed by remarriage. This holds true for both men and women. The apparent rush h) 

divorcees into remmTiage has \0 do with two factors. The first IS the complemenlarity of men 

and women's role in the rural households. The second rel:ltes to lack of access to resoun.:cs h) 

divorced women. 

Regarding the first factor, it should be HOled thatlTl Sidallla the household IS the b;lSIC umt uf 

production and consumption in which tasks ;lrc primarily allocated on Ihe basis of gender (.as 

will be discussed in the next chapter). [n such rural hOllsehold a m;lIl cannot fulfill the hasic 

necessities of life without thc labor of woman. This is because lwrvcstlng and processIng 

cllsel to feed the household members is the exclusive rcsponsibihlY of women. And a man 

also unilaterally cannot organize any festivc work group eIther to carry Oul agricultural 

activities or to build a house without women's involvemcnt in the preparation of food and 

drinks. Likewise, a woman cannal surv ive withOUllhc support and protection of a man \\ ho IS 

the agricultural laborer of the rurnl household. 

Apart from the gender division of labor, other important economiC facton; mOli\atc \\OIllJIl 10 

remarry. This is so because a divorced woman docs not havc any acccss to or control o\er 
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resources either in her natal family or in he h h· ' r ex- us and s \I\lage. She Ihull. look~ for anuth..:r 

husband through whom she can have at least I ·t J 11m C usc fights to resources. 

As discussed earlier, married women It , C be av \ler access to resources Ih:1II dl\orcccs . In the 

earlier days. due to the commonality of levirale marri"gc II was uncommon to find \\Idov. 

headed households. After the dcchnc of the practice, however, widows have emerged as ;I 

new category of heads of household. Widows appareJltl y hold better position than m;lrricd 

women and divorcees with regard to access to land :Lntl other resources. Lei us now lurn 10 

see how the decline of levirate marriage enabled widows to have beller access to rcsourcc~. 

5.2.3.2 Levirate marrillgc and \\ idO\l s. 

Levirate mmTiage is a cu llural rule prescribmg that a wido\'. marri es by pn:f~rcnce the brothc.'1 

of her deceased husband (Murdock; 1960:29). In thi s marriage pattern. upon the death of a 

husband rights over the widow's sexualit y and ch ildren :Ire Ir;msfcrcd to the dccc.'ased 

husband's brother or a close kinsman. In the fonner days. lcvimte marri llge \\as ;. widely 

accepted form of maJTi:lge throughout Sid:Hlla. The Sidama practiced It for three hasl{: 

rcasons: to take C:lfe of the children of the decc:lscd brother, to prcserve \\ ido\\'s rights to 

remain in her deceased husband 's village and to have access to usc land, hvestock and crops. 

and more important ly to protect the family property. particularly the fann land. from ;mother 

husband's control. 

In some areas where Ihis pattern is still the 110r111. \\ idows ha\ e limih.:d right 10 0\\ n and U~ 

hou sehold resources. There arc, however. som~ c'(ccpti OIlS to thiS general rule. Elderl, 

women who reach 
menopause and p:lrticulurly who havc growll up male chl1dn':l1 
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forced into levirate matTiagc. They cllJ'oy rei, t" I' d . a IVe fCC am to usc thelr husb"nds rcs()un.:c" 

independently. Even though. they do not have full control over theIr husbaOlh. property (slIlec 

they cannol inheri t the ir husband's pro n) h 1 pc Y t ey can L\'C on the land under the prolc,"llon 

and support of their sons. The case of the following clderl}' woman rencels ho\\ cldcrh 

widows have bettcr access 10 resources: 

Casc No.8 

OCll1boba Ocmbanl 

Demboba Dcmbara is an old widow. She belongs to Wogara hnc'lgc. ller age 1" 
abollt 70. Her husband died aftcr all her children had Illarrled. Iler I;ltc hushand 
was rich and had two wives. Dcmboba was the Junior wife. She has fOll! 

children, three sons and:1 daughter. All arc married. 
She lives close to her children's residence. Even her daughtcr, \'Iolallng the 
normal patrilocal pattcrn of residencc, lives in the same \'lIlage with her hushand 
and children. Since all hcr sons took enough land from their father upon marria£e 
they did not claim their father's property upon his death. As a rcsult shc enjoys 
use righ ts \0 land, livestock and crops. She now lives In an Iron roofed two-room 
hOllse with her brother's son. She grows crops like coffee. enset and maile 011 her 
piaL Iler brother's son performs the agricultural tasks while hcr daughtcrs- 111 

law assist her in ensel processing. She also C:ln count on the help of her thrce 
mn le children at times of peak agricultural I>criod. particularly for organillng 
work parties. [n response to a question. "how did you escape levirate m,lrri:lgc"" 
She said. "Yes in our tradition widows arc inherited hy their deceased hushands' 
brothers or close kinsmen. But since I was aged for m:lrriilge \\ hen Illy hushand 
died, his kinsmen did not force me to enter in such ;I marriage, In additioll, my 
sons wcre grown-up and mature cnough to support themsch'cs and their Illother 
and above all to take care of their fathers' property." Though Dcmhoha. after her 
husband's death assumcd some addilional responsihlllties that fornlerl) rested on 
hcr husband, she is now able to usc f<unily rcsources, lI1eludll1g land \\Ithout any 
restrictions, Howevcr, since her sons are thc natural heirs of their fathers' 
property, she does not h:lve full control over thc resources. For inst,lI1ce, she 
cannot sell or transfer the property to others (Interview October 1999). 

Unlike old wornen with grown up male children. )oung \\Ido\\s \\ ho ha\'e no children or (lnl~ 

fcmale children are expected to marry their deceased hushands' brothers 111 order I() It\C 111 
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thei r latc husbands' vi ll age and use resources. If they refuse to Illarry th~lr husband ' 

brothers, Ihey are forced to go back to their natal family I',' II I I h Id , C.I\ IIlg a IIC louse 0 proper!) 

A widow with younO' male childrcn may 0 . ~ r may nOt enter InlO levirate mamage depcndLllg nn 

her interest. Even if she rejects the mllrriage she has the nghtto usc her dece:lsed hu~h.LIld·:. 

property (l and. livestock, crops) on Ihe ground Iha\ she keeps the family property for her ~on:. 

until they reach maturity. 

According to my informants. the practice of wife Inheritance III Sidamaland has now hccmne 

less important. In interviews wi th some widows II was found oUl lhat due 10 Ihe IIllnxluCllOtl 

of new reli gions (Protcstantism and Catholicism) thc carher socwl nonns that pu~hcd them 

in to levirate marriage are no longer in force. Elderly lIlfonnants also suggested th;!t tillS 

marriage pattern is still a norm in SOEllC parts of Sid:una highlands wherc the long cstahh~h~d 

cul tural practices arc still prcsened, This is pari wily attri buted to the f.ICI thai 11Ighl:lIldl'rs 

havc Icss contact wilh other cultural groups and forcign cultural clements. 

Available evidence also shows thaI the dccline in the Importance of lev1rate marnag~ 

improves some widows' rights over resources and their decision making powcr. Aftcr their 

husbands' death some widows gain e:lsy access to family resources, which \\ere formcrly 

under the con trol of their deceased husbands and make decisions IIldepcntienlly \\ IIh r~g.lrd to 

household affairs and agricultural activities. Some of the IInportant decisions they can Ill;!ke 

include: the types and amount of crop to be cultivated. on wh1ch plol to culti\Jle. the sale or 

purchase of livestock <lnd grains, the sale or purchase of coffee, the <lmount of 11l0n~y In t'C 

etc.). 
spent on pu rchasing <lgricultural input s (ox. seeds. farm implements. fertill/cr 

organization of work parties lind hiring wage laborerli. building new house~, elc. 1I11~hand~ 
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take all these decisions. in male-headed hOllsellold l ' d h s. 0 CI1l0n!llraiC 0\\ \\ .do\\!> cnJo) 

rclat]\'C and temporary freedom in the usc of r"sources' "lld l'l)'S " .. do the) cxcr(;1 C UI.."t:1SI{1O 

making power. il may be importa1ll to sec the case of L.1l0 Ilal lY<l. 

Case No.9 

Lato Ilati)'u 

Lata l-i.lIiya is a widow who belongs to \\aCIiO lineage. She is ,Ihoul 4() years of 
age. She has eight children, three SOliS :md live daugilicrs. From her fm\l 
marriage she had 1WO d:lUghtcrs. while she bore ~ i'l; children for her second 
husband. Her former husband is sti ll :ilive and her two elder dau ghters are \\.Ih 

him. Her second husband died four years ago. But since lIali y:. herself ami her 
deceased husband's brothers arc Protestant they did not sho\\ any 11ltcrcsl 111 the 
Icvi ratic marriage arrangement. As :1 result, she bec,lme head of the household, 
Her husband left her two cows and II goat. and a p;lrccl of land on \\ hich !ihc 
grows coffee, maize and ensel. To augmcnl Ihe f.uuily JIlcomc. !She IS currelltly 
engaged in petty trading. She sell s Koeho (WaSH ) In ;I hi·weekly Lako m,lrke\. 
Afler the death of her husband she bUilt an .ron --roofed how~c. The ca ... h for 
house construction was obtained from Ihe !illie of coffee and kocho while the 
necessary labor was drawn from the church members. lI al l)'a has gained freedom 
of mobility from market to markcl after her hu sbands' death . Ilowc\"cr she.s un.:d 
of the hC<lvy responsibility she is carrying alonc. 11:111)";1 is therefore keen to sec 
her children reach marriageable age 10 take care of the fmmly propcrty. But !ihc 
has no in tention to rern:llTy. Because remarriage means her separation from her 
children and the loss of the wealth she has so (ar controll ed. (Interview. Nmcmncr 

1999). 

5.3 In heritance right 

The Sidama rule of inheritance is patrilineal III which heirs \alidate their cI'HIHS b) tr'l!';lIlg IIC!i 

to the deceased person through the male hne. This docs not. howc\er. adequately e.'pl;llil the 

complex nature of the Sidama's inheritancc rule. 

D h d
· ' I I residence rule of exogamous marriage and patnhneal de~cl.'nt. 

ue to t e ommant patn oca . . . 

women are not elioible 10 inherit cit her their husbands' or their fathers' properlY· t\s 1Il1110"'\ 
o 

patrilineal 
. I I' Inhentance over the f'Ulllh, prorcrl~, ;lnd 

soc icties. daughtcrs possess no ng liS a 
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sons are the only heirs. Therefore, thcre exists a clear dlffcrcnliation 10 

between the sexes. 

IOhcriwncc nglu 

In the Sidama tradition sibl ings are co-I c' f f' ' I . . . ] Irs 0 .lIm yestatc. All 1ll;llc children. regan.llcss (II 

their birth order or seniority, have right s to inherit family property. Thus, the Sitlarna's syslCIll 

of inheritance is nei ther primogeniture (inheritance ru lc III which only eldest sons ;Ire heirs 01 

family property) nor ultimogeniture (a rule in which fanuly property is trallsllu\lcd onl} to 

youngest son). 

Although, all male children are cligible for Inheritance, the eldest and youngest sons oht;un 

slightly more property than their othcr siblings. The former ta~es morc property due 10 the 

principle of seniori ty. while the laller receivcs additional property. as he is held responsihle 

for the care and support of Ihe parents in thcir later bfc. 

If a man dies without a surviving son, the property will go to the dece:lscd man's hrother or 

his close male agn .. tes. On thc other hane!. if a man dies hefore hIS sons reach m:l1"fiagcahle 

age, his cider brother will hold and kccp the land 111 trust until the sons estahhsh theIr 0\\ n 

households. This is a norm only when the wido\\ accepts levlnltic mam:]gc. lIowc\er. \\hen 

a widow rejects the marriage thc widow hcrself keeps her son's property In trust. 

Thc Sidama' s rule of inheri tance cxhibits another complication. According to thc Sidama's 

long establi shed tradition, if a woman divorces and remarries another man. the first ehild she 

bears from the second husb:lnd is labelled as shila hellO, "illegitimate child," lIo\~e\er .• f 

the first birth is preceded by mi scarriage or abortion the child wtll be laken as lcgitllnate. Tim 
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situation has an implication for inhcr"I' . I S" I anee ngm. , 1\llIa hello I~ not dlj;I.,lc IU Inhent (hI.' 

property of his mother's second husb:md, even If Ihe latter IS the chIld's gcncUI': lather 

However, he has the right to claim properly right upon the death of his mother's f(lnner 

husband. 

To sum up Ihe discussion of Ihis chapler. men III Sidnma control IInpOrl,lI11 rcsoun.:cs such ;I:; 

land, livestock and crops that could generate substantial Incomc. As dcmonstr,llcd III the 

above cases, however. widows have recently begun to enjoy better access to rcsOun.:cs, The 

introduction of Protestant and Catholic religions III Sidamu has pJ'I)'cd an import.lIlt mk III 

this regard. Converts. due to the churches' regulations. have now atxlIldoncd IIlhcrillng theIr 

brothers' wives. As a result. many widows lwve now hccome heads of households .1111.1 therehy 

enjoy better access to resources than divorcees and married women. It should be noted thaI a 

widow may enjoy rights of access to and control over resources only when she h,," J male 

child or children from her deceased husband. l1owever. sht.: may lose tht.:sc rights after hel 

children become mature enough to lake over the resources since only malc dlildn.!ll arc the 

natural heirs of household properties. 
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C IIAI'TER SIX 

Gend e r Division of L'lbo"r .," II . I SI ' • • ( ... ,1 )our IlIflltg Arrange ment 

The economy of rural Ethiopia can b..: described as sunslMcncc III whil.:h agm:ul!ur.ll 

production is carried out m:linly by unp:lid household ] •• houf. Nevertheless. dunng pc.:;lk 

periods, rural soc ieties tend to rely on different forms of ].Lbour orgaTH/JllOll. In such rural 

households tasks are largely .. lIocnlcd hy gender. The thrust of thi ... chapter IS. lhcn.:furc. \() 

discuss the culturally prescribed division of labour between the lWO !>exes and to dc~'nhc 

indigenous labour sharing arrangements used :1I11ong the Sidama, 

6.1 Gende r Division of Labour 

In the growing lileralure on women's role Ihe concept of gender IS used 10 dCSl:rltlc the 

SOCial ly defl ned allocation of lasks bcl\veen women and mcn. Se\'cral n.!scarchcrs ha\'c sho\~n 

that the division of labour bel ween Ihe sexes is socially dctcl"Iluned r;lIher Ih"tl hiologH.:"II) 

prescribed. Th is is explained by the cross-cultural variations in gender roles anti hy thclr 

susceptibi lity 10 change, Ellis argues along this line that" ... It is llmlcading to refer to thc 

division of labour between women :lnd men as the 'se:.;ual dinslOn 01 I"bour' \\llh Its 

overtones of causation by the biologic:l! differences bel ween the sexes, An altern"tl\ e is In 

refer to the gender division of labour'· (1988: 172). 

With regard to Ihe culturally prcscnbcd gender b"sed division of labour II h;1.s gener"lI) hc:cn 

assumed that men arc involved in productl\'e acti\'ities and \\omen are fI!sponslblc for 

domestic works. Due to Ih is categoric:11 gcncrallsJIlOn ;lIld other factors, the role of \\omcn III 

productive activities is usually unrecognised, :-'IJny researchers agree on the point Ih"t III ,I 
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number of coun ies women's contribullo h 1 n to I c fura suh~lslc::nc~ econom) dOC$ nol appear 

on orric ial incOi e accou,'t, Th·, d 1 . I un cr \'a uallon of \~omcn's contnllullOn to the c~()n()m\ IS 

underlain by id ological and conccplu:L1 biases (Bcncna. 1981:10). 'I he former I~ linked \'1111 

the methodological problems of n;llional census that often take male household hc,I&" .1 

primary source of data . The data obtained from nw lc respondents. for reasons of male bl;IS, 

tend to underestimate women's important roles in the economy. Conceptual hi as. on the (llher 

hand, is rooted in the conventional definitions of concepts Ill.c CCOIlOllllC ;ICIIVlly. 1.1~)lIr 

force. gai n ful employment, active labour th;n arc used to stam]ardisc census d;lt;t. ,\Ii Bellen •• 

puts It, ..... with in conventional definitions of labour force womcn':; p~rticipation In CC(1Il011l1C 

activities tends 10 be greal ly under estimatcd. part icularly 111 economic hfe" (1981 :24). 

In Eth iopia. as in othcr coulltries char:lctcrised by non-marKet cconomy. womcn cuntnhuh: Itl 

Ihc daily mainlemll1ce of thc household and 10 the subsi,>h!nCe sectOr. 1I00\c\cr. nuth the 

national census and th e offici al income accoun lS tend to ignore thcir contributions (lkjcnc. 

1995). The section to folloW discusses the manncr in which thc SidalllJ :.Ilocatc t;l~K~ In 

women and men and explores womcn's cont ri bution to the fulfilmcnt of thc basic neccs~IIICS 

of life. 

6. 1.1 Women's Acth'itics 

In Sidama. due to the dominant patri:lrchal ideology. women's work is undervalued and Illl.:n·~ 

activities are highly valued. As a result the soclcty tends to create a dichotolll) I'ocI\\CCIl 

WOlllen and men' s tasks. For instance. \\ hen elderly lIlale 1I1forn1:lllb "ere a..,kcd .,,,,,)lIt the 

gcnder division of labour in the soc iety thcy tncd to draw a clear boundary of wsks nct\\een 

tl 
c 1 ·c cOI,"",e(1 to household chores \ .. hilc lIlen arc farm lal:!oun.:rs 

Ie sexes. I'or I lcm. womcn :I ! LL . 
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and can le lenders. This dichOlomy glosses 0 ' I S·d . \cr tIe. I ama "omen's Imuhcmcnt 111 both 

product ive and reproductive activities. I '. - f I IS usc u1. IllUs. to cxpo~ aspect 01 their mlc§ In 

lhese two spheres of act ivities. 

6. 1. 1.1 Reprodu cti ve n oll's 

Ellis (\988) di vides the concept of reproduction into three dlfTerent c;llcgorics: biolo!,!ical. 

generational ~lIld daily reproduction. Biological reproduction lnclll(Jcs such 1;l'i~S as duld 

bearing and the early nu rturing of infants. 

The second concepl denotes the carc. up bringing. social1Z;Hion and education of cllIltI"!I1. The 

third refers to the daily maintenance of the household thaI encompasses daily routll\Cs~ 1.1: 

cooking, collecting fi rewood. fetch ing waler. gnndmg and pounding graul. cle;ullng Ihe hou\c 

and the cattle kraal, washing cloths and the like. lIouse bUlldl1lg and rl.!painng IS also grouped 

under this broad category. 

[n Sidama the activities that fall under reproductlvc category arc prcdomin;uHly assigned tu 

women. All women in male-headed houscholds arc eng;lged 111 child beanng and nurtunng of 

infants. Though occasionally assisted by men. gcncr;ltional rl.!production is Jlso \\olllen's 

main domain. The dJily maintenance of household is also the main prcrogJlivc of women and 

takes much of their ti me and labour. Unlike m:my rural socictics. III SidamJ womcn arc 110t 

engaged in fi rewood collection. Rather men arc responsible for the suppl) of firc\\ood. In 

almost all households. men plant eucalyplUs tre(s ncar their homesteads both for con"trUctmn 

and fue l purposes. As a result mcn do not go long distJnccs to felltrces. Once men fell a tree 



and Clit it into pieces of logs. choppmg \qlllx: \\omcn\ n:"pOllslhdll). ('II.:~ mn.llI) ISled 

by female and male children. 

6.1.1.2 "roduclh e role') 

Even though there arc different spheres of productIve actIVitIes III \\hieh \'Olllen.lre lI1\ohcd 

we confine our discussion to such aclin\lCS a~ food process ing. agncultural prodw.:tlon JIllI 

J1Hlrkcti ng. 

Food processing among the Sitl:una IS one of the maUl domallls of women. They gnnd and 

pound maize and sometimes take it \0 the null house. More Importantly. they process lWlct In 

feed their household members. Many women rnformanls ami Llltcn'IC\\CCS LndlC<llcd th;lt 

ensel processing is the most laborious and cumbersome task. Eli se! has several advantages 

over other food crops, of which ils ;lbiltty \0 provitle a long term. su!>t • .lIlwole food su ppl} \\ rth 

minimum farm inputs are major (Brandt. etal; 1997). Despite the Importance of cm ct III the 

life of the Sida ma. howevcr. it imposes :r hC;lvy work lo:rd on women. The process of cmCl 

takes much of the Sidama women's time and energy. The routine tasks performed III 

extracting an ed ible product from elise I arc discussed below. 

u. Pit digging 

The first step in the process of ell sel is pit drgglllg. Womcn llrg a small pit in the 1:!fOuntl In the 

nudst of the ensel trees. The ne:-oble. soft pari of the en"e t o;Jrk is placed In the pit ;Jnd bro.ltI 

ensel leaves are put on the bark. nlC purposc of the bark and the Ica\es IS to pre\ent the 

liquid part from leaking into the ground ami to keep the processed cn"c1 c1ean_ 
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b. Culling lind up rooling 

The nex t step is to remove older :lIld dry cll 'ic l le .. f shc;lIh Then layers of the pseudo tcm alc 

rcmo\ed rrom the main plant :lI1d cut 11110 "IllJlIcr SIICS III onlcr to 1ll.lke It re.ld} for cr .• pm!;. 

Then the enset plant will be uprooted to getlhc corm out of the ground. l 'proullIl8, I u .. uall) 

done by women with occaSional assistancc from mcn. 

c. Decorticating (ongel/ i) 

Decorticati ng is the most arduous and baCkbreaking task III cn\c l process Ill!;. Tills pllx.:~ S 

hclps scparatc thc ediblc part of the pscudo stcm from the fthre. A \~ OTllan l"I ..... t put~ a \~()o(k'n 

plank. locally tcrmed meehl, in an IIlchne position agall1!it an en')c t tree (as .. 1)(1\\n III pl.lIc 

No.4). Then she sits on the ground strctehll1g her right leg str;lIght up to pn.'ss the tiP ofthc 

pseudo stem on the pl:lIlk. Thc scraping of the stem down towards the pll will follow 11115. -\ 

locally made bamboo scraper (in some :Irc;\s It h;15 now hccn n.:plJced hy metal sr.:r,lpel'), 

called sisicho is used to decorticatc e n~et. The place where the pseudo Mem IS scr.llX'd IS 

usually covered with clisel leaves and men arc not allowed to he there. 

d. Pulverising (desa) 

After the scraping is done the corm will be dug out and t:I~cn to where a woman decortu.: •• h.:" 

the stem. The traditional hand tool used ror conn pUln:nsmg IS J sc .. pula (anlf1wl hlme). 

wh ich the Sidama call K 'cho. Through put\CriSalioli the corlll is chopped II1to plcces Ihal 

have 10 be mixed with the scraped stem afterwards. 

c. BUl'ying and fermenting 

After the completion of scraping :lIld grating, the I1ln.ture of the puhcfIlcd corm and 

decorticated stem is buried in:1 pit covcred "ith broJd and fresh enset Ica\c:-.. Then a taneT 

(gcnmma) is put on the Inlxed product to inillate fcrmentatlon. The nw;ture I~ leU In the pit 

for a period mnging rrol11 monlhs 10 scvcral )Cilrs. Wealthy hou ... eholds usually keep !;"cr.11 



pits of the processed product for a consH.lcrablc period 01 tUlle This help~ I() nnpro\e tlu: 

quality of the food and 10 Increase their food sccunty. 

r. Squeezing (K 'isho) 

The fermented mixturc is taken OUI of the pit and a woman \H"p~ II \o,.lIh CII\cl fthrc. I hen 

she presses the wmppcd mixture with her knees. pUlling it on a 11";.dlllOn;l1 101.11 klHl\\lI .I~ 

kincho (It is a small, cone sha j:x:d and pointeu wooden materi;.I). K. 'bho IS done to reduce the 

liquid parI of the product. 

g. C hOI)ping 

After the unwanted liquid part is removcd, the relll;lilllng semi-dry part IS chopped un it Innl:l . 

broad wooden plate locall y termed Badiro. The purpose of tillS process is 10 llllluml/e Ihe 

fibrous part of the plant. 

h. S ifting (1III1lIllelli) 

The final process is sifting the mixed cll ~cl product using homemade slcve (m e lllo ). Slftlll!! 

is ll sed to separate the edible wasa from the fihres. Thi s IS the fmal phase of converllllg Ihe 

raw material in to edible product. 

The ma in edible products of Cllsc l arc Wa Sll. Bulla and AlIlic hu. nlC fonner. hcllll:lthe 111;l1n 

source of the Sidama diet, is the mi1(cd product of fermcnted pscudostcm and thl' !!rJh:d C{l'lill . 

whi le the lauer is Ihe highly valued but less plentiful willie product. \\h ich is ohtained from 

the juicy part of the scrapcd stelll. Al1licho. unltl.c the fOOller 1\\0. IS not a proce~scJ product 

The Sidama eat boiled AlIli cho. Ilkc pOlatocs "hdc they usc nu5.'l and bulla to prl'pJre 

differcnl typcs of local dishes: Huru"':HlIc (n a ... :. flour mil::cd \\lIh hullcrl. Shirko (hulla 

porridge), buluko (bulla grue l), olllolc ho (p;mcal.c). Toro ... ho (hrcad). 



Most of the foods made of \I lisa ;In.! mi\cd \\ Ith hanc()t ~.111 and cahha£1.' and supplemented 

by butter and milk. Unlike the ir Gcdeo nClghhour!>, thc Sidama slaughtcr animals allcJ 

consume meal mainly for ceremonial occasions. If a Sidll ilcho consumc!> me.11 morc 

frequently he will be labelled as 'lIIal:l "ill cho', 'sca\'cngcr' and equalcd with the h:ss rc~pcl.'h:cJ 

Il awacho (tanners) group. Ilarner (1987) IMeI a cultur:11 matena llst VICW In c'plallllllg the 

Sidama's low meat consumption ha bil. lie :lrgucd Ihatto slaughter ;m), of the Ill11lted lIumncl 

of animals possessed b)' indi vi dual Sidall cho would unt!ernullc the whole s)'~tcrn of font! 

production ( 1987:18). This Illay parll:lll)' cxplain the rc .. lity of some p .. rts of the Sld.lIll.l 

where ensel is the dominant crop, bu t IS not :lelCtlualc 10 e'plam the K'oll:1 Sidama \\hcI"I.· 

ensel is not grown. 

As the Sidama rely hea\'ily on ellse l for their IIvehhood, we can rt!gard womcil ;IS thc 1Il.1I1I 

food providers. All womcn, irrcspectivc of thclr age, wealth. m;lrital status ctc., arc engaged 

in the onerOllS task of processing elise!. Although most of them depend entirely on thclr 

labour andlor the labour of grown-up daughters. somc womcn occasionally usc e'tra 

household labour. In th is respect the most common practice is the usc of IIltcr hou~chold 

labour pool system, composed or rriends or neighbours. Apart from labour C:\:clWlgC systclil. 

women in well-Io-do households recruit the labour of poor womcn to whol11 thcy pay cuher 111 

cash or in kind. which the Sidal11a cail loll (! . 

Besides their role in food processing, Siduma women arc also lIl\"oh'cd 111 agricultural 

product ion. Though the) arc cu ltur"lIy prolllbitct! from some agricultural tusb and 

constrained by their domestic rcspons1billlics: they pl;1Y .111 important role In "orne .. ,tl\ ItIC 

Agricu ltural tasks like manuring. har\'estlllg. storing :Int! managing horne~tc.ld ,rops IIkc 
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ell set and cabbagc are the cxclu!:iI\c dOl1l;lin of \\omen. The) cultl\alC the e b ~~) n.l ,mps 

mainly for home consumption. though they Someillne~ .. ell \\ n~lI. ]ju lia and catll1afC' IU 

restock con sum abies like, 5:11(, edlblc oil ;llld ~croscllc. ,\s regards the production of field 

crops like maize, tefl', and haricot bc:II1S women occasIOnally partlcip;lIC In hU'KlI1g, 

transporting and storing the harvest. together with adult men and chih.lren 

Women in Sidama are culturally prohibited from such agricultural ;lctlvlIlCS as ploughing, 

hoeing, sowing. and wecding. They arc also not allowed to use fann implelllenh h~e ph)\\~. 

hoes (sufre. tik 'e. shod ira) and sickle. as men arc 1I0t allov"'cd to usc \\omcII', h;llld tools h~e 

sisicho (enset scrapcr), K'hco, nu:!cta, kincho etc, Mill-illS CO\\S and gO;lts ;11'1.: the m.1I1l 

domain of women. only occasionally assisted hy men Adult women never herd c;lulc 1\ l!i a 

task mainly allocated to children. preferahly 10 male chlllhcn. Women feed ~n1:l11 ~Io,k 

(sheep and goals) and look after milk ing cows :lI1d goals. 

In sum. Sidama women are involved in ;1 variety of activities ranging from ardu{)u'> dorne~IIC 

chores to the production of food crops. SLllce womclI ;11'1: 1I0t a hOlllOglo!1l0US ~.lIq~{lry. thell' 

degree or involvement both in household and :Igricultural actiVities vary accorJlIlg to \\1o!.llth. 

the size and composition or households. thc phase of the developmental c)cle of the 

households, and mari tal status. For instance. a woman 111 \\.'ealthy households often hlfes 

labour to process ellset and to clean b;IOlS. whereas women 111 poor households C<l1T) (lUI all 

these activities. with the possible assistance of gro\\n-up children. \\'omcn'~ \\orl\ tluakn I ~ 

relatively heavy in large households with many sm;lll children but likely to be light 111 small 

households where grown up daughters an! present. 



The workload of women rna) 1 ' vary among lou~chold~ dependmg upon the Ia~C (If the 

dc\clopmcntal cyete of a household. Fortes (1969) di\itlcd Ihe dC\c!0pl1lcmal c\dc 01 a 

household into three phases: cxp:msion. di!lpcniion and replacement. Accordlllg In hun. the 

expansion phase lasls from the consummatIOn of marriage unlll the completloll (llthe'f i'anlll) 

of procreation. The second phase begins wilh the marnagt.: of the oldcM child .lOtI cnnllllUc~ 

until all children arc married. Where the custom by which the younge!>! child rcrnain'i to ta~c 

over the family estale is found, this commonly marks the Ix!gllllHng of the rcpl .. r.:cmcllt ph.I\\! 

( 1969:4). 

In Sidama, the developmental cycle of a household bcgms \\ hen a man takes a \\ If I.' ;lIltl 

establishes his OWJl independent household with the aSSI~I'lIlce of 1m; parents and cnd\ \qth 

the death or Ihe COli pie thaI ori ginally cst;lhlishcd thc household. The phases of dc\'clopnll:Tllal 

cyclc have implications for women's worh:load. Woman's workload appears to be he;I\Y '1llhe 

expansion phase or thc cycle :lIld Icnds to decrease lowards the bcgl1l111ng of the disperSIOn 

phasc whi le it declines :11 the final replaccmellt phase, TillS is because at the 111IImi phase of 

the cycle all chi ldren are econormcally, affectively and Jur,lll) depcndent 011 parents (I'ortcs, 

1969:4) and women receive little assist:l1lcc from their childn:n, 

Womcn's degree of participation in both rcproductl\'c and productive actintles abo varie s 

accordino to their marital statuses. Women III malc·headed households ha\c le\s \\orklnad o 

thall thosc in rcmalchcadcd households. Although women household heads do not cll£,lge III 

some of mcn's cxclusive :Igricuftural operations such as ploughmg and hoclng. thc) hold 

additional responsibilities relating 10 agriculture that a married woman Ilught shan! \\l1h her 

husband or leave cntirely to him. As discussed carlier, dl\,orcees do not share rropert~ \\lIh 
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their c.x-husbands and as a conscq' • I II 
. UCI1Cc t lc~ usua )' rem.lln lh:pcnucnl on their nat.ll <lmill es 

unt i l they arc able to remarry. For Ihis n:ason d1\orccd \\ornen do not cSlahh h their j)\\11 

independen t households. [n conlraSllO divorcees. after the dcchnc or h.!vlralc Ill-Image, m.lIl) 

widows have become household heads and have 'il'lrled 10 shoulder .. dthIIOIM] rc~rorNhdlllc~ 

The fo ll owing case is a typical example of wiuO\\s' douhle rc\ponslhllllY a\ cnmp.lrI:d In 

women with their husb:mds. 

Case No. IO 

Medina Na mcto 

Medina Namclo is a wido\\ \\ ho hclongs 10 ko u"u rc hnc;l!!c of the ~ :lIIa..,c d.lI1 
She is in her late 40s. lIer hush;md wa .. frolll the h:wj a hncage of the ,.L111e 
~'n ll usc clan. lie died seven year" ;1£0. She horc hun eight children ... snn .md 
seven dauglllcrs. Her two daughter') marned out while her lIlarned son Ii\cs du!>c 
to her resi dence. Medina's late hu~b;lnd left her almost onc Jnd .1 half hectares of 
land on which she grows a variety of crops. Thc Imlln crops she cultIvates lI1c1ude 
e ll set , ma ize and haricot bean. She also r;lises c'lsh crops Ilkc coffee. cha t, 
pepper, tell' an d sugar cane. Meurna's eluest SOli took a certain pan of hiS l"'llhcr\ 
land at his marriage. After the death or her hushand Mcdill" sallied access to the 
household resources and benefits. though the title deed IS In the n'IIIlC of her Still. 

si nce hc is rega rded as the rightful heir. 
As opposed to women in male-headed households, she Il;Is hccollle Ilwolvcd 111 

suc h agricult ural activities tiS transporting and huskIng maIze, plantIng ;lIld 
rep lanti ng ensel. Li ke male heads of hOUl.ehold, ~he organ ill's festive work groups 
know n as hll Ch~lto to undertake heavy and labour demanding tasks Ilk..: 
ploughi ng. fe rti lizing. sowing. weeding, har\'csllng. etc. After her husband\ dC;lth 
she organized three hucha tos III which a group of five to eight men \\crc 
involved. They, in addition 10 labour support. brought a pair of o .'(en and hand 
tools for land preparation. In r..:turn. she prepared ,lIld servcd foods and drink s 
like maize porridge (hulis:I ). \\;1 <; :1 . Miled corn. coffee and 111:11:1\\ 0 (Ol I()(;al drink 
made of water and honey) to the rleld h'lIIrJs. With regard to her \\orkload she 
said, "I am now extrcmely busy. I havc tx,"t:OIllC responsible roth for hou ... ehnlrJ 
and fie ld domains. I receive httle assistance from my daughters. The)' arc 
studen ts and in volved in pctty tradlllg In their spare IlIllC. At tlllles 01 peak 
agricultu ral labour demand I suffer a lot due to my double responsibility . .. \s head 
of household I should organize and 1'0110\\ -up ;agricultural \\iork group ... ,lIlrJ as 
wom an I have to bear rouline houschold responslhilillCS (Intcf\u."\\ '(I\cm\-ocr. 

1999). 
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6. 1.2 Men's Activities 

Accordi ng to the cu lturally prescribed division of work. men are engaged in the production of 

both food and cash crops. TIle main domallls of men IIlcludc ploughmg. hocmg. 

sowing/planti ng, fertili zi ng and weeding. Men. receiving IIttlc assistance from femalc and 

male children, also perform activ ities like harvesting. threshing, transporting and Moring 

cereal crops. 

With regard to livestock product ion, men are held responsible for herding. usually aSSisted by 

male chi ldren. They also feed cattle. As women usually look aner rmlklng cows and goals, 

men give special care to oxen. Th is is perhaps linked with women's Indispcnsible role In 

providing food for the household, on the one hand. and men's exclusive task of ploughing. 

using ox-drawn plows, on the olher. 

House build ing and repai ring is the exclusive domain of men. As this task is he:lvy and labour 

demandi ng, Sidama men use different strategies to obtain additional labour, from nCighbours, 

kinsmen and friends in which women playa role in preparing and providing food and dnnks 

for work parties. 

Though a time allocation study is beyond the purpose and scope of this thesis. from the 

interviews and observations it was found out that women work longer hours than men. The 

other important point that we have to make here is that despite the fact that men 3re the 

agricultural labourers their work is seasonal and they employ different strategies to ease their 

workload. The main strategies are the use of voluntary based collective labour and hIred 

labour. The former is the long-standing labour pool system while thc latter has recently been 
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mtroduced. Collective labour IS often used for almost all ;Jgncultural til'\';' C\ccpt enlree 

harvcsti ng; hircd labour is used for picklllg coHee bernes. 

To slI mll1ariz;e this section, domestic actintlcs ;In.! wOlllcn\ un-suhstltutahle mit: \kn .m.' 

engugcd mainly in farming activ it ies. $llIce much of their tJlllC and labour an! taken up h) 

reproductive activities and duc to some cultural prohibit IOn women are not Invuhed In IT1.LJnr 

agricu ltural activities. They are confincd to cult ivulJIlg bad.yard crops and aSSlsIJll!) men In 

some agricultural tasks and providlllg food and dnnks for collcc tne labour. The fulhmlllg 

tables summarize the current di vision of tasks oclweelllhc Iwo genders ;JIllOl1l; the Sldam.1 

" 



Tahle No 3 Tasks allocated to adult men 

\ clh itie ... 
1'I<111t Production Anilllalllu , hllndr) 

Ce rea l Crops l 

Ploughing I lerdlllS l'lrge & small stod " 
lIoei ng 
Sowing Feeding OXen ./ 

Weeding 
Fertilizing (Che mical) 
Const ructi nf granary 
Harvesti ng -
Transporting 2 

Stori ng 2 

Threshing 

Cofi'cc Production 

Planting 
Weeding 
Il arvesling 1 

Marketi ng 

Ensel I'roduction 

Lmd preparation (hocing) 
Propagation of enset 
Plnnt ing and transplalliing 

Source: compiled from field notes 

-
I)HIII(:~lk 

Suppl)lI1g Iud \\!)od 

Cunstnu.:tlllg ,!lld 

Rep.unng hou,c" 

I.Labour for the production of cereal crops is oftcn obtamed through the organi/.ltlon 

of work-groups. 
2.Assisted by women and grown-up children. 
3.Through hired labour. 
4.0ccasionally nssisted by nmle chi ldren. 

C)2 

I 



Tuble No 4 Tasks allocated to adult women 

Ac th ilic'!' 
Pla nt Produ ction Ani m:t llltl';lm;drv - l)ol11e'llic \ clh ilic\ 

-

Ce rcial C rops 

Prepare and serve meals Milking cows and gOats Food prep;lrallon 
for tbe work groups. 

Feeding cows. goats and Ta~ing care of children 
Assist men in harvesting. Sheep 
Transporling. and I'ctchlllg \\;lIcr 
Storing crop. Fccdlllg cal\'es 

Grindlngand pounding gr. 
Backyard C rops Se11ll1S lJljl~ and butter 

lin 

I louse clcanlllg 
Manuring ell sel plot 
with dung and other dry ('1cal1lng barns 
wasle. 

Wa<;h1llg c101hs 
Plant cabbage in home 
stead plot. Othl.:r household chores 

Manuring cabbage pial. 

Harvesting and 
Processing ensel 

Watering vegetable 
crops. 

Storing processed cnse t 

CoO'cc P roduction 

Coffee picking 

Source: compiled from field notes 
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6.1.3 I\larketing Acth Hi es 

In Sidama, both men and v.'omen go to markct to huy ami sell food and non-food Items In 

the study areas there are two main hi-wcekly market centn.:~. Women 111 I'urcmic,"" kchcll' 

walk to Lako market 10 sell and buy different Item,. covering an .... er.l£e dl .. tancc of ahoul 

five kilometres. Whercas women in Fllla .,.,a kc hclc tr,we! a distance of "hout ~'\ en 

kilometres to eXChange their products in a market centre c;llled Yirba. 

Among the Sidama, marketing is not an economic sphere \\ here men .llnne prCd<ll11l1l.ltc 

Village trade is in the hands of both Sidama men and \\orncn. Though ix){h .. C\COS ;ITC enga 'cd 

to trading activities, there is a st riking difference bcl\\ecn the products sold and hought h)' 

women and men. As was observed. women's main market lllg Items arc small III amounl. Ie,s 

val ued and are linked to their roles as major domest Ic food providers. For IIlSI;IIlCC. III the hHl 

study areas selling and buying WIISII . hulla . mil k. buller and cabbage arc left Cill1ll.'ly IU 

women. With regards to cabbage selllllg, the highl:lllders :Ire sOlne of the rC\\ c:~CCJltIOlh. 

Highlanders (alicho), as opposed 10 Kolin Jnd Wcinmlcga dwellcrs cult ivate cOl1lp.lrall .. cly 

large plots of land to grow cabbage and both men and women arc engaged In the production 

process. It was found out that both men and women highlanders sell cabbage. Thc~c 

highlanders come to La ko market from relati ve ly longer distances. \Ien usually u,e hor cs Ilr 

donkeys to transport the cabbage to the market while women carr)' It on Ihclr back 

In addition to selling the above mcntioned food itcms, Sidama \\Olllcn frequcntly \lslt Ihc 

market place to buy salt. kerosene. cdihle oil. PCPIX'r. on ion and other consumab1cs \0 

I . hi· I I Id lock This lll'ly Inrll'llI) indicatc their control of hou~ehold II1Cl1111C rep enlS I lelf louse 10 S. .., 

and decision for consumption. 
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Home craft products of Iladicho women (marglnal.led potters) arc Id by the produl:('''f$ and 

bought by women of different status groupl\. On Ihe other hand, fannl11g tools (plnws nJ 

hoes) arc brought to the marKet by TUlilicha men and ,Ife bought b) male fanners. Wmncn 

sell eggs and poultry, while men sell andouy large stocks like ox, cow, bull. heifer and sm,11l 

stock like sheep and goats. Men arc also cng:lgcd in sei ling imd bUYing the pnnclp .. l means 01 

product ion, land. Grain and coffee arc owned and sold, 11\ most InstanCe!), by male mcrnl'lCn 

of the soc iety. However, women occasion:.] ly take smal l amounts of grain and coilc..'C lu the 

market to obtain cash to buy csscnti:11 goods for the welfare of the household Women may 

sometimes become involved in peny piJrcring to Obt.11Il a snMl1 amount of malIC and col Icc 

for sale either from the household granary or from family farms. 

It is worth noting that women usuall y spend the cash dCrl\icd from the s'lle of (hllcrcnl Items 

to meet household requircments not provided by their husbands. whcrea~ men spcm..t their 

money on children's schoolin g. house building. clothLllg. paying bridcwcalth. buyll1g 

livestock, and buying grains like maize. IclT :md wheal. In T'urcmicssa, where coffee is the 

main cash crop, men sell large amounts of coffee berries and spend the cash on lu\ul)' 

consumption, includ ing drinking beer. They buy rad iOS. rad io casscttes. torches. shoes amI 

cloths and other manufactured goods at higher prices in No\'ember and Decemocr and $ell 

them back at extremely lower prices when thc} become broke. 

The above mentioned di\'ision of actm ties III marketing clearly shows that men arc uaohed 

in exchanging valued and important resources while women arc heaHI), engaged In the 

trading of less valued items and deri\'e very IIttlc bencfit from thc sale. This gender spcl:lllI: 

task assignment in marketing is a reflection of both the cXlsting gendcr division or lahour III 



• 

productive and reproductive spheres d'· 'd . 
ISCUSSC earlier and lIlens and \\omcn'lI "Bill mer 

propert ies, described in Chapler Five. 

6.2. Labor Sharing Arrange ment 

In many rural societies of Ethiopi i] indigenous lahor sharing arrangements arc commonly u cd 

10 obtain extra-household labor. Such group labor is ohen Of£,IIlI/Cd to carry oul huth 

economic and non-economic activities. 

Regardless of the different functions the work-groups m;IY perform, AnthropologIsts gmull 

them into two broad categories. These arc reciprocal work group and ft::~tln,~ work·gmup 

(Donham, 1985), The fonner is a long- lasting one, composed 01 households th.tt \.\orl.. on 

each olher's crop fields on a reciprocal, la bor cxch,lIlgc, ba'iis. The latter. on the other hand. I~ 

an ad hoc group, consisting of neighbours. friends or kll1srnen who pool thclr labor at the 

request of a host. In the case of festivity. labor is obtallled through transaction~ IIlvolnng 

mainly food, drinks, and the use of tools. 

In rural Ethiopia there exist a number of work-groups on wh ich the people rely 10 perrorm 

labor demanding agricultural act ivities and other non-economIc undcrtakings, For Instance, 

among the Tsamako (Melesc, 1995), the An (Gcbre. 1995). and thc ~Iaale (Donham, 1985) of 

South western Ethiopia the use or collcctl\c labor has a long traditiOn. Likc\\isc, 111 SidJ.mJ 

there are three widely used indigenous wark groups: dc, huclia(a J.nd .!.cra The third one I!< 

further sub-divided into chcnancho and olla, These work groups dlrfer rrom each other m 

their size, function, and degree or reCiprocity. orgJ.llIzutionul structure. and the \Ike. Let u~ 

begin with the oldest fonn of labour organiz~l1ion. 



6.2.1. De 

For some time in the past de . I . was t l C mOM common and Important lann of luoor or~anllallun_ 

It is a small work group to \\hich mcmbcrslHp IS h;I')ed 011 prOX1Illlt)', fncnd .. lup. 

neighbourliness and kinship Mo 'c oft I . , . I en t l:ln not member') 01 tlus group arc adult men 11\1111: 

c lose to each other. 

Dc is used for such labor demanding agricultural actIvities as ploughing. hoclng (digging). 

weeding. sowing/planting and harvesting. It is a reciprocal wor!... group III \\ Illeh mcmbcrs 

pool their labor and fanning tool s to work on c:lch other's fields III rotatIOn. It .. mClllhc0. 

usually work for two or three days on each member's crop fields. only when there IS a pc .. k 

agricultural labor demand. 

As one in formant pointed QuI, Sidam:1 peasants seck Inter-household lahour support \'1;1 dc In 

work on crops such as maize, barley and terr. Peasants who grow crops like CIl\Ct :IIlJ coHec 

do not need 10 organize de. They rely on household labor 10 plant and rcplant CII';c l clones and 

seedlings, though some wcalthy members of the soc lcty orgallLle festive work !,!nlUp: 

huc ha lo. On the other hand. many peasants usc the labor of male household memOcrs to plan! 

coffee seedlings, while relying all hired labou r for harvesting. 

The activ ities organized by de arc directed and coordinated by the lcaden;lup of 1\\0 

democrat ically elected leaders, locally tcrmed ~ luriciUl. They arc held responSIble 10 appoInt 

a dale for each member' s turn and notify all mcmbers of the group" The)" arc cmpo\.\crcd hI 



Penalize those members who fa,l to k' I d ccp IIC appomte lime or date. As agncuhur:1I acllVlllC 

are men's prerogatives. membership to de is restricted to mall' heads of hou~hold 

6.2.2. lIuchato 

The o ther important voluntary-based labour orgallll.;llion IS called hu chalo. AI prc~nl. II has 

become the most common form of work group upon which [he Sluama depend hea\'lIy . I.Ih:C a 

de, it is a small work party. However, unltke a de, II doesn't hJ\'c 1I fi)(cd number of mClIlllcrs. 

The nature and exten t of the activities to be undcrl;lkclI and the hOlll'S ability to provide foud 

and drinks determine its size. Its fu nction IS partly similar to Ihal of a dc In J maJnnl) of 

cases, it is organ ized for the purpose of at-lImnmg c'(tra·houschold labour reqUired 10 pcrfnml 

such agricu ltural work as pioughlilg. hoeing. sowlIlg. fel1l1illng. \\c~ding. hane~tlllg • .HId 

transporti ng the harvest. In the earlicr days. as mformants indicatcd. hu chlilO was used m;lInl)' 

to plan t enset seedl ings. There was a strong bellcC in Sidama that since clI scl IS .. hIghly 

valued crop it should be planted through festi ve work-party. This fcsti\ lIy dunng whll;h;! hull 

is Slaughtered was taken as a gU:lrantee (or;l good harvest. Il owcvcr. for ,,;!riaus rC.ISOIlS. It 

has undergone a shift in it s purpose and now become operational III a wnk range 01 

agricultural activi ties. 

lIuchato is a loosely organized work group. which lacks formal structure, leadcn.hlp and 

binding ru les and regulations. Unlike a dc. it is a festl\c work-group 1Il which the orgalll/cr 

prepares food and drinks. In hu chalo group labour is moblllzcd mlhe (0110,,11\£ \\a)' . A host 

who is in need of addi tional labour asks his close kinsmcn. friends and ncighboun. for theIr 

U I · cst tl,ey poolthcir labour and f;lnn tools on the apPollllcd da)' . In return support. pon liS requ 

the host servcs food and drinks to Ihos!.! who come for help. Accordlllg to the C\l tillS 
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culturally prescribed gender-based d,,·· I· 1 bo ISIOn 0 Ii r, women and Illen arc: lls~lglI~d dillcrcill 

tasks. Women prepare food and dr,·,,', hi- I· " W Ie mcn arc 10\0 \cd In agncuhural opcralltm II:J 

hosl wants the help or several IIldividuals. a wIfe will also sed., her fncnds and nClghhOl.lr 

support to deconicate, pulverize and cook \\a~a to he served \0 those who IlHI).;C IhCnN!hc~ 

availab le. Allhough women arc not involved 1I1 lllaJor agricultural activities, Ihey Ot:c;lsionalJ) 

partic ipate in some tasks like m:tizc hus).;lI1g. Inillsportlllg :lIld slormg the hanc~t. "I he 

follow ing case illustrates how huchalo is organised. 

Case Noll 

Mnrmye Bcrassa 

Manaye Berassa is in his laIC 20's. lie lS married \0 ;In Amh;lra \\OlllilTl. li e helong .. In \\11t~1It. 
lineage of the ya nase clan. During my fieldwork, on October [0,[999 hc orgalll/cd huchn W. 
He called upon the labor support of four nClghoours :ll1d ;t hrother to work on a plot of hall 
timad (about 0.1 3 hectare). They came with thclr iron hoes, locally termcd ~: IlTc, ,U1d rikc 
Group members hoed and sowed tclT, which lastcd for two consccutive d;l),s. Man(l)"c's \\II!:, 

with the assistance of her friends. prepared food and drinks and took thcm to the field, \\ hir.:h 
is close to the homestead. The fC:lst was not very e]abor;l1e. The participants of the wor).. 
group were: 

f k Table No 5 list O!"'p:U·t ICI ants III estlve worK group 
1·~tItIlJtc:J 1,;--' Serial Name Rcl;Jli(lIl~llIp to the orgallllcr 

No. 

I. Manaye Bcrassa II\I~I ~, 

2. Batisso Berassa UMher (Roddo) 10 

3. Adela Adamu Cln)C friend ~9 

•• Menesho Adamu " .. .. 
5. Alcgachu Balguda ~O 

r\l!lghbl.lr 

6. Shuna Adamu 
27 

~clJ!hblir 

(Observation ~md InterView '\Ith Mana)c. October 1999 

II I , .. ,·on "" used 10 perform mainly agricultural tasks. but \\ith thc der.:hnc 
lie III 0, al liS lIlcep I , 

of other forms of labour organization it has become also unportant for the purrosc of hulldlllg 
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houses. Though this festive work group scc'ns 10 •• II •. lo\; open to a mClIlllcr of the cc III lIiy. 

only those who can afford to provide food ,.od drinks arc at'll.: 10 of£am/c huchlltf) Puor 

members of the society orten rely on their Own household labour. There 'In:. hn\\c\cr. urue 

exceptions to this general pal\crn. Those who can neither organi/c huchalo nor rely nil 

household labour have recently begun [0 resort 10 another option. The main option is to solicit 

the provision of free labor from close kinsmen or neighbors. Nowadays. the unp0rlum.:c ul 

kinship lies and ne ighbourliness has declined ami church affiliation either 10 Catholic or 

Protestant church has begun to 1;I"c up their pl:lcc. The followlIlg C;lSC dCIllOlhlr.itCS the nc\\ 

role of huchato as a means of obtaining labor for hut buildlllg and the l)rote\t.ull ('hur(hc 

recent involvement in labor sharing arrangements: 

Case No 12 

Ledamu G illin 

Ledamu Gimu is in his late 70's. lie belongs to all:mo Imcagc. Danchile I limo I!\ 

his wife. She is about 60 ye:lrs old. She bore hun fivc chddrcn, onc son <lIH..I four 
daughters. The son lives with them while they hitve m.u1'icd all their daughters off. 
He is a member of ka le he)'\\ol (words of life) church. The church or£>UlI/cli 
huehato to replace Lcdmno's old .lIld almost lIemoh~hcd fcngo hut by .. ncw onc . 
The work group was organized on October 29,1999, while I was Intcr\'lC'~ 1I1!; 

La to I-Iatiya, his close neighbour. Twenty-five men and ten v.omen pilrtll.:q".tcd 
in the work-party. Most of them were young men. The old men. I1lcludlll£ the 
host, sat under the shed of a tree and g<ln: ad\'icc to young and adult mcn \\ho 
were chopping woods. digging pits ami llwl<.:ill£ a rounll-shaped waiL The \\tlrl.. 
took them almost eight worl..illg d:l),s. The finit two days \\cre devoted to erecting 
the wa[1. The next three days were spent 011 roof making. In the last three da)s the 
roof was fixed upon the wall. Work group members provided all the oUlld11lg 
materials. Ledamo's wife is too old to prep .. rc food and dnnl..s. For tIllS reason. 
her neighbors brought different kinds of food and dnnks to the .... orl<.: slle c\cT)' 
day until the work was accomplished. Some of the food served \\crc: hcdcla 
T'orosho (maize-pancake), boiled com, Oolled haricot beans, nasa nou~.mD;cd 
with boiled haricot bean, burUS:UllC (\lIl.;a \\ilh bUller) and dnnks like collee and 
milk were also served. (Interview with Lcdnmu. November. 1999) 

'00 



( 

6.2.3. Sera 

Sera is the largest work-group which. m ~OIllC ~\PC'I!';. dllfcr!i from the arove dl usscd I~u 

work groups. It differs from de in liS function. Sill! Jnd lIcgr..:c 01 n.'c.prOc.:lI) lIo"c\cr II IS 

almost similar to de in terms of org<lnizationat structure and (onn of Icadcr!\hlp. As oppnM:J to 

huclmlo, Sera is large in size with a WCIl-CS\;lblishcd orgamzatlOnal !itruclun: It 1:-. a 

voluntary-based indigenous insti tut ion formed 10 undertake 1\"0 different acll\ illl!!;. lIs n1.ll11 

objec tives arc, (1) to mobilize extra-household labour needed to bUild hou\cs and. (2) III nUr) 

the dead member or his relatives and assisllhc f;unily of the dccc .. "cd person III Iwndllng the 

ritualistic practices associated with death :lIld mourning. On the ba:-'I~ of these t\\O dl\tllld 

functions of sera the Sidama group it into two catcgories. IMlndy. chcnrtllcho imd (l ila Till 

functions and organizati on of thc two laoor sharing arrangemenls Jre dcscn~d (1clo\\. 

6.2 3.1 Chcnancho 

ChCIUIIlCho, like huchato, is a feslivc work grou p. II I~ often orgJllilCd to Ohl;lll1 c.'~tra 

household labor required to bu ild a host' s hut. In Sidanm, thcre :Irc Ihree dlMlncl types of 

thatched roof houses. Thcsc arc Shcka, Sid:lllcho .rnel Fcng". Thc formcr IS Ihe bigl;Cs[ .lIId 

skilfull y built house, which is cornman In the highl:rnel Sidarna where bamboo IS .Ibundall!. 

Shcka and Sidancho are the Iraditional lypCS of Sidama hut, wh ich dcmand a good dcal 01" 

sk ill and Ihc labor of a large group of peoplc. In conlnrst, rcn go demands less ~J..iII and Ihe 

labor of a small group of people. It has recenlly been ITllroduccd II1to the area. In Ihe ~tud) 

areas. fcngo and sidancho are Ihe common types, while shck:lls almost non-C'mlcn!. 

Th S'd 1 1 sed chclI'lIIcho as the beSI way of lllobi!izlTlg group taror to hUlld Ihe c 1 ama lave ong u • 

, , d I'bo d "anding house~. As chcnancho IS a festl\u), a IllJI1 \\ho above mentIoned time an .1 r CI 

'd' food ;lIlrJ dnnks. The number of days required for wanlS to obtain labor su pport mu SI pro\1 C 

. " from ciglllio Ihlrty da)s depcndurg upon the Slle, house the complctlon of a house may range 
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type nnd the number of people dra\\11 for the con~tructlon work. The SltC. the type 1 the 

house and the number of people d· . 
rawn III tum, de~nd~ upun the wealth 01 the hO!'oI, lind IllS 

wife's abil ity to prepare large amou 11' f 1' .. _. 1 d d . 
ISO UVI.l an nnh. \\h'lt m.lkc~ Ihl~ lahor urg.IIB/almn 

a cost ly affair is that a host is req . d t I· I Ulre a s aug lIer a bull or olher anunal upon Ihe cOlllplclllll1 

of the house. 

Since house building is an exclusive dom.lln of mille membcr~ otth\! ~()(Iely chClIll1ltilO I 

organi zed for and by male heads of household. In the olden da)~, I1lcrnhcr ~II the .ruup 

supplied construction materials. However, this tradilion has now been changed and liuppl)lI1g 

construction materials has become the r\!sponsibilllY of the host. 

It should be emphasized that though house construct ion is men's domain, It IS pr<ll'lll.:ally 

impossible to organize chenancho without women's involvcmenl. A ho~t"s \\lfe III her 

attempt to make such work~group a success of len calls her friends, nClghoors ,lIld c.:Jo).c 

relatives for labor support despcrately needed 10 decort icate and pulveri/c CII\ct Beyond Ihl' 

labor support some close friends :H1d neighbors may bring prcpilrcd food ilnd dnnb. It I~, 

therefore, safe to conclude that women arc the l11alll stays of the labor e,changc arr,lI1gcmenh 

that involve festivity. 

As chcn3ncho is organized for the l11utual bencfit of Its mcmocrs, It has a democraul.: 

structure. As with the de. chenancho has IwO IIIl1richas \\ho arc elccted on the ha).1 of .~e, 

good conduct and commitment to the common gO;}1. If ;} host \\ants 10 gct hIS hou).!! hUll!. he 

I Id " d k c of tile IC'ldcrs TIle leaders upon ;lpphcatlon will f1, J date III s lOU mst contact an as on ,. 
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consultation with uyantus (specialists who are . hi' d . 
a c to I C'nllI) good days rrcfcrrcd lor house 

construction) and then inform allmcmbcrs loco . d ' h . me an \~ ()r" on I c appomted day 

6,2. 3,2 all" 

01111 is another important labour sharing' . I . • • arr,mgcmenL t IS an ,1111;1 1£_1111 01 a group oj three (Ir 

morc chenanchos. The number of chcII:lllchos organi1ed Into olla Vane') from ()Ile \ 11I.lge lu 

another. It s organizational structure is a bJl different from thai of cli clHlllcho and de II \\tlrk 

under the leadership of three or four IIllirichac; who :In': assigned dlllcn!rll I<lS~ Loch 

chcnancho has proportional rcprcscntatiOlllTl olla 's execut ive body. 

Olla, like chenancho. mobilizes collectIve labour needed 10 hUlld a house on the rcquc!., 01 a 

host. However, the Sidama, in most CIISCS, prefer ('hcna ncho to olin. TIllS IS explained 0) the 

fact that since the latter is composed of a largc group of pl!oplc. it is difficult to prepa,,! and 

serve food and drinks to all its members who take pmt in the construction wor],.. As a re~ult II 

is only rich members of the community that occasionall y use 01111 to obtain cxtr;dlOusdlUld 

labor. In general, the function of olla as a 1:lbor mobihlatLon slr;,tegy to build a house I 

insignifican t. An elderly informant contended that it is marc IIke:l funeral aSSOCI:ltlon, Idir 

As many other burial associations, olin invol .... es p:lssing on of mfomlation n!g.lfdmg Ihe death 

of a member or his relati ves . Members are expectcd to go to the bunal site. :lccompany the 

dead body and support families of the deceased in their ncrca\emenl. During the fll.'llh or],. 

th f II 
" 

'I"',rc", ',c,,', kcbclc while three olin., \\ere established III 1' 1113\\;1. ere were our 0 a 111. • • 
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In alia, mell and women have Cultunll)' ... 'L.._I 
• rrcscn{~U spccillc 1.:1 "-s. \1 n c try the xp d. 

the grave and bury Ihe dead. Women 11\ C{lnt t 
' r3~ . prepare food and drmks In be r ... cd In 

those members who attend the fUllenl and Ih' 
•• c mouOllng ccrCrn()nH!~_ 

Allhough women have imporl'lIll roles I I' - I 
' 0 P .Iy III 11C sush:nancC of nil:.. rncrnhcr till' 1~ !otrKlt\ 

gender-specific. It is only male heads or household \\ho ,II\.' chglhlc In he IIlcml'Cn;; IIml,c\\.'r , 

in rare instances, widows may be accepted as rncrnbcn;, 

In general, work-groups were and still arc lflll>onant means for ohtail1lng c:'(II.I.huuschuIJ 

labor to pcrfOnll both economic and 11011- economic ;1t:1 .... llle\, IIm\c\'cr, III "time part nllhc 

Sidama area their importance has declined. For lIlsl;mcc. 111 S(lmc dense]) POPIl\'lt oJ 

weimulega areas, including the research sites. laooHh;lrlTlg ;.rrangcrncnts like de and 

chcn:l ncho have become less illlport:mL Of Ihe ,.hffcrent wor~ gmups. huchatn and ull:! 

remain importJnt in the life of rur:.l Sidanl:l. [nfonn:Hlls identlfted some maJor fa(,;lor~ that 

undermined the imponanct.! of tht.!sc traultional institutions. These f;u;tors an.: sUllullafl/crJ III 

the following two sal ient points. 

[. The s hort~lge of cultivable IHlnl : in the recent past. when the Sid:una gre\\ field crops h~l' 

sorghum and barley, Ihere was a high demand of agricultural labor. ThiS \ .. as hcr.:au~c at Ihal 

time the people practiced a system of shiftlllg cultivatIon In which felling trees. ~u"h clc .. nng. 

removing grass CO\'er and toiling the soil wllh rudimelllar)' hand lools \\erc major agnr.:ultural 

tasks that required extra household labor. Howcvcr. due to Ihc increase III population dC""II) 

and land shortage. the Sidama ha\ e effected ;\ radical ch;mgc to perllunen! CUltl\ all(1I1 "I hIS 

transformation from shifting to permanent cu lti vation has In tum reduced the ucm.IIIJ for 

extra-household agricultural Jabor. 
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2. The introduction of a cash eCOIIOIH)'. Tho\C Sidama "ho unl.un c h Ir(lnl IIJ\: 
fe h 

crops such as coffee, chat. and eucalyplU'S Iree prcl'cr hired latlor 10 chemi ll cho S, 
of the 

respondenls indicated Ihal after Ihe advelll of coffee. Sidarna fanncr~ hcgan In U'oC hlrcd lahnr 

mainly for Ihe purpose building houses. To cite onc cxample leI u') lakc Ihe c)(pcncII\.'c III 

Hcyenc Bcrrassa, who belongs to gOllowa lineage. lie 'Slatcd: 

The hut in which J cUlTenlly live was bUIll tcn ye,lr~ agu, I n:mclllhcr thc 
lime when the hut W;IS hlHI!. It coincided \l,.lth the hlrlh of m~ foul1h child 
I used chenancho 10 obtain C)(lra household labor requlrI!d 10 hUlld Ill) 

Fcngo. The work took liS almost a month. Evcry da)' my \\lfe pr\"p,lred 
food and drinks to be served to thirty male partll':lpant~. Though 'ihe \\a)o 
assisted by her relatives. friends .lIld nClghbon;. the ta<;k \\,1 \er' 
labori ous and incurred 100 much c_'(pcnsc. Upon the complelmn nl Ihe 
construction work a bull wa'S kitled and mcat W;lS ~cl'\'ed \\lIh qariho (;I 

non-alcohol , home brewed local drink u!lually made by I'rotcstants), 
Since then only three chcnanchos \\ere organlled III Illy Village. From Ill) 

observation I learnt thm my co-villagers ha..-e hcgun 10 resort In lure~1 
labour. Chcnancho is no longcr their preference. L"hor for hOll'\\! hlllldm' 
is not a COSily ;I(fair. It COMS (rom 100 to 200 hirr depcn<.llng upnn the 'lie 
and type of the hut. (Interview, October 6. 1999), 

This case illustr<lles how the advent of a cash economy :In<.lthe ;Iva il"hihty of dlcap !oerlll-

sk ill ed labour have arfected the long cSI:Lblishcd labour sharing arrangemcnts "mong thl' 

Sidama. It also shows that chcnancho is ,J COSi ly arrair comp:m:d to Imed I .. hour. 

To sum up, tradit ional labor exchange arr:rngements fannedy had a \-'cry "uponant role In Ihe 

life of rural Sidama. However. for a \ariel)" of reasons. some of these arr.mgcmcnts ha\c 

become less functional. particularly in \\cinadcga areas "hcre coffee IS II lIlaJorcrop and lund 

is scarce, Dc and chcnancho were replaced by 11lIcll:lIO, hired labour and unpaid household 

labour. Membership in huehllio changed (rom klllslllen, neighbours. and fnends to chun:h 

affilation. 
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As mentioned earlier agricultural activitics and hoU';,c buillhng ;J.rc men' m3111 prc:rog II 

and as a consequence membership in thc work groups is rcslnclcd hi male housc:hold leads 

Dcspite this racl, womcn are important aClOrs In org;lIl1/m~ \\tlrK ~roups. 1111 I to 'J lh t 

they have indispensable roles 10 play III the rcail/alion or the actlvltl!!S planned b~ \\nrK 

groups. The use of group labor, above all. depends on the nrgani/cr\ ahility 10 prep.ln .. ' 11'1 

Illllch wusa as possible and, since the preparation of II li sa IS women's exdume dnm:tllL,thcu 

Jabal' is in'cpJaceable to make labor org:L1liZ:llion possible. 
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FIGURE3ENSET PROCESSING TOOLS 

SADiRa Qvooden Plate) 

K'EHO (pulverizer) 

~ 
SIS ICHO Own scraPer) 

MEET..:. (wooden Plank) 

MEMO (sieve) WER J ME (knife) 



CIIAIYrER SEVE\ 

Cropping Patte rn , AgricUl tura l TcchnuIO$;) and C;cudcr Rule\ 

Information obtained from elderl y inforll1'lTl!s Hldc','" I, IS " 
'. I a Cu 11.1\ IIC . lu.lllla h.L\~· unJ(rgone 

important changes in their production systems Over ,I1C I,'", ce"',,r)' As hncn), rJcsmberJ III 

Ih e background section, .:lgro-paslorali sm \\;15 for long the dominant O(t;up.I\lIln or Ihe 

Sidama. They kept large herds of cattlc, sheep allc goals ,lIld at the same tUllC ,",erc lII\Uhcd 

in swidden cul li val ion. A century ago land was abundant and as a rc~ull large .::Ireas III land 

were alloned for both grazing and shirting cultival ,on. The only crop gro\\" In the SI(I.lIn.1 5 

swidden cultivation was sorghum (Uashanqa ) while ellsel W;lS g(O\.\0I1 around cH. r), 

homestead. These 1wo crops arc regarded as the oltlc~t IIltligcnous crops 01' the Su.l.11lIJ. Ihe 

Sidama used to grow sorghum on open fields surroundeu by forests. They cultl\.lll-d these 

open fields on a shifting basis. Since at that time there was no sC;lrc lt, of land. thc) ~re", 

sorghum on the same fields for two or three consecutive years :Ifler \\hich the hmds \\crc lett 

fallow for a long period of time. Ever, three or so ye;lrs new 1;1110 \~<lS hruught under 

cult ivation. To prepare new land for cultivation. they fel1trees. cuI/slash long gras s <lnd put 

fire (loca ll y termed as do lo) on shru bs and bushes. The high fertility of the Soil. coupled "Ith 

low population density. enabled the Sidama to prac tice that e:'<tensi,,'e system of ac;ncuhural 

production. 

In tbe earlier days the Sidama economy W::JS. by and large. dmracterilcd h) the l'<)l1o\\lng 

(eatmes: low ::Jgriculillral density. free access to land. hOl!-b;lscd shifting cultl'<l11 

, of labor market 'wd low integration IIlto production for household consumption, nOIl-CXl stcncc. • 

the larger market economy. Within the traditi OlJ:lI economy. there were separ;!!c role:-. for Illen 
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and women. Men were the main actors both 
In pastoral productIOn and In the productIon of 

sorghum, while women had important contrib 
U!lons to the production of (:1I"cl In patont 

production, tasks like putting up cattle kra'il h d· 
" cr lIIg large and limall ~t()d . "ere ntn 

prerogatives. Likewise, sorghum production was men' s C:-;clU SI\C dornalll_ 
~taJIIf' agru;.JhuraJ 

activities like land clearance (relling trees, clearing and burnlllg bushes). dlS~lng/hnCIllS 

(assisted by male children ), hancsllllg. Irampnrtlllg. Iluc luna 

and storage were done by men. However, III the latter four agricultural al.:"l l \II." mer. 

sowing, weeding, bird scaring 

recei ved some assistance from women. Men were abo rl!sponslhlc fo r planting. Iran plantln 

and weeding enset plant, while the subsequent tasks hl.:c lll.muTing. h'ln c!>tLng and torln. 

were left for women. 

It is evident that due to internal as well as cxtcrnal factors the traditional nmdc of t.Ut'I!>1 h:nc:c 

of the Sidama has undergone tr~lJlsformation. The OVCITidlllg factors that necc~sll ;\tcd the 

adoption of new mode of subsistcncc include, the scarcity of both arabic and j:lrallng land 

resulting from high population dcnsity, the incorporation of Ihe Sidama 11\10 Eth IOpi an ~t.l l e 

and the integration of the Sidallla economy into the larger capi\;lli sl economic systcm "I hcsc 

factors. among other things, brought about a major shirt 111 agricultur:L1 tcchnolo£,) and In 

cropping pallem. Let us elaborate on these changes 111 turn. 

7.1 Cropping Pa ttern 

As mentioned above sorghum was the main field crop gro\\n b)' Sidama. lIo\\c\cT. \\llh the 

. ... I . th lroduction of <'oTohum und hu\(' 
adoption of penn anent cultivatIOn the)' entire), ga\e up e I . e 

begun to cultivate other crops like mllize, baric)' and wheat. tell and coffee. \~hlle cnl,cl 

remained the most important dict of the people. 
The Sidama seem 10 hj\c ahanJootd 
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producing sorghum for it was susceptible to dJma!;c h) h,rd (lia 
r, 19 , 

informants also pointed out that the decline In the producl If· I h ' 
1\ I ) 0 sor~ lUm ad Ion.:ed Sldm 

cultivators to resort to other morc productive crops. 

7.1.1 Enset (wesc) Production. 

Enset (Enset vcntricoslIm) was the first crop domc'sli c:llcd by the Sichma \\ho d'lUll Ihallhe 

Sidama highlands are the original place of the ellsel plant. There ;Ire atxlul eight rc,oglll/cd 

spec ies of enset, of which Enset \'ClltriCOSIIIIl and probably En~cl cduli\ Jre L'\.'(1l1nml~~lIy 

important (Sandford, etal; 1991). Enset is grown III both the Sidarna 11IiJhlands and nllJ I M 

bUI it is evident that the highland is more sUII;Lblc for cn \CI proJut:!mn. "he 11C n.oj 

product ivity of ensel vary depending on v:lncty, Soil fertility , r;linfall. ctc. l )cpcndlll~ un the e 

bas ic factors, the plant may reach a total hei ght of up to 10 Illl!tcrs and a !:I,I"C clrcumferclKc of 

up to 3.5 meters (Sandford, elal; 1991). 

[n some African countries like Kenya, Ug:lIlda, Cameroon and Zalrc \\lld CIIWI I lJUlft' 

common (Taye, 1984, in Mehtzhun. etal; I 99·m. lIowe"er, Ethiopw is the only COUlltf) 

1 ·. II ~c l where farmers cultivate enset for human consumption (Mchtzhun. ctaL 199-'). 

provides the main staple diet for a large number of people JTl the south\\cslcrn rJJ1 I 

Ethiopia, including Sidama. 

. S·d CI 's propagated \"egctatl\cly Fanners dig oul Unlike many other crops grown In 1 ama. ens I 

Id d ut the bonom pan (corm) 1IIto t\\11 or ou 
an enSCI pl ant of about one or so years 0 . an c 

. .. I d covered wllh dung. parts. The splitted corm IS bllned III lie grolln 
Then ne,," <;ccdhnp With 

. .. lanled III different plots knill/cd hy animal 
many sprouts emerge. The seedll11gs me transp 
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• manure. Transplanting could be d 
one up to four 111111: . Ln\CI c n be- h ne led for 

consumption in four to six years. 

Adult men are held responsible for pluming .11ld replantmg Land prcparalwll. rlanllllg nd 

replanting, in most instances, is preformed from mid April 10 the hcgllllllllg nr June 1' 11'1.:1 1 

a backyard crop, which needs close follow up and proper management. -I hllugh pl.lI1lml; I1nd 

replanting is men's activity, the production of ellsel IS unthml. ablc \\I\hout "'Olllen I 

invol ve ment. This is to say that right from the propagation 51 .. gc CII'ict nt!cd .. fenlle smllnf It 

growth. To this effect they use dung and wastes 10 fcnihzc the SOIL :\ppl )'m& dung on tiNt 

land is the exclusive responsibility of women. Unlike women In some pan!> 01 Eth,orl,1 where 

firewood is a serious problem, Sidama worncn do not use dung cal.:c\ as a \oun.:c uf tucl I c 

use of dung to increase soil fertility is a long established tradition . The Sidama peasants !Oa) 

that the practice is as old as enset production itself. Manuring is the day·to-d'IY acU\ It) HI 

which women are involved and by which they life valued by their hushands ;lIId the \("K:lct) III 

large. There is an old saying, ., good wives <Ire good managers of cn..,ct yards" 

Ensct harvesting is also assigned to women. The Sidama womcn arc good at Identil'~lIlg an 

cllset plant that reached maturity and in selecting the right seaSon In \~hich cn..,ct I to N: 

harvested. As women informants indicated, enset shou ld be hun'ested \~hcn II rc IChes 

. b d I dd t on the '" IYllOh!d out that II I nDC nowering stage, if a good yield IS to be 0 tallle. n a I I • J r-

. be e thev learnl from expcncllI.:e thai 
recommended 10 harvest cnset in the famy season. caus J 

. . the qualLl v :lIId the quanti I) of the cdlllic 
when an enset is harvested dUring the rainy season J • 

product would decline. 
Thus, they are of the opinion that December and/or Janual') an: mOfC 

Ilowever, in most inst:lnccS. Illan} households do nDC 
preferable times for CIlSCt harvesting. 
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strictly follow the appropriate harvesting time. They hanc!<>t the plam ",hene,er there I • 

pressing need to fulfill the household food requirement. 

Ensel is a muhi purpose crop. It is used for human consumptIon. anll11al ked lid for 

extraction of fibres (K'achu) used for 1l1ak11lg bags. rope. gU1l11) hag. etc (~1t:hllun. l't I 

1994). The different purposes served by cnsc! plant involve it c.IlM11ltt c.Il\I!<>lllll III lahnr 

between the two sexes. Women play the m:ljor role 10 prl!pare cn\cl for hUll1<ln CIIllsulIlplinn 

On the other hand. both men and women are l1lvolvcd in Jnim<ll fccdillg. ""hllc mal..l1l& 

different items from the enset fibres and marketmg these filllshed pn"IIJutts arc men' 

exclusive domains. 

Two women informants identified twenty-one varieties of ellsel plants grov.1l 111 and arllund 

their vi llages, wh ile tbe data obtained from Woreda Agricultufill Ofrice lIldlClltl!d th.lt there 

arc about seventy-one varieties of ensel plant in the worcda III genera1. The fol1o\\ tnS I,t"tc­

dcpicts ensel varieties identified by worncn informants accordtng \0 SI/C. prodU!.:It\lt). 

medical value, colour etc. 
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Tlible No 6 some varieties of ellse l phnt , grown In the two research Sit.:: 
Serial Vernacular 

No NaillI.' 
Sizt' r-. 'lain l 

Smllll i\ ll.'diuIU 
1 Medicha .. LUr'c 

Addo 
.. 

Iluman ttJmumphO~ 1-(10., 
2 

, 
.. .. , Iluuun ton\unlfllKm 

Goloma 
\\ likl 

3 .. v & fur c!)'c! trtiltnr:nt 

4 Alaticho 
.. Iluman wn\unm!;on-.. v .. Iluman t(ln~Umphnn 

and ,,, rr-=drtatlllll 

l Genna .. (anirnal r.h>ea~C!) .. 
6 Gcrbo 

, Ilunun ton~umptron 
.. , 

1 Siriro 
.. Ilurn.111 to~rt)fl 

.. V 
8 Sedi so 

.. Il llllkm Wn)UnIDII;ln 
.. + .. , Iluman I.:nn\UIlT.ll(ln 

9 Botate v .. lIuman (on.'>IImrIIOR + 

10 Ililik'e .. V 
and lor medKaUOIl 

.. Ilul113n Con-ull1rt~ 
II Ilaysa .. .. , Ilu~n C{l~~tHIII 
12 Wanik'ore .. v .. 

IJ Damala .. .. , .. -:----+-

" Dowiramo .. -.. 
Il !lira .. " ---r .. " 

16 Fela .. , , " 

i1 Gad llno .. , .. .. 
18 Chatho V .. .. .. , 

" I !corle' , 
19 Gasalo v .. .. .. .. 
20 Agana v .. .. .. .. 
21 !llrbo .. V .. .. .. 

Source: fie ld reasearch 

To sum up the discussion in this section. cllsel is thc single mosl important crop for the \c:) 

survival of the Sidama. It is used for a variety of purposes ranging from 1l1akm!; IIOcI craCls 10 

fulfillIng the basic food requirements of houscholds. Though mcn arc in\ ohcd III the planUng 

and replanting of en set. it is, by and large. considered womcn's crop, as the 0\ ;.II 

management of the crop rests on women's shoulder. It is, ho\\c\cr. parado\lcalthat CIl"cl b 

received li ttle attention from the govcrnment ,l1ld olher dc\·clopmcnt agcnclc:,. ~o I.'fieClI\C 

<lltcmpt has so far been made 10 improve Ihe technologies used 10 produce and 10 procl.' " 
crop or to introduce improved varieties of the crop. II is only recentl) th,lt thc \\ flreel .. 
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Agricultural Office has established a 0 h 
IlC- CClarc eliSCI d 

c01OIl)' I(aIIOIl Slle In C'olCh of the .wo 

study arcas. 

7.1.2 Maize (Bedela) Produclion 

Maize. zea mays, is one of the major crops grown I 
III IIC study an! ;J,. The Sidama culll\' Ie 

the crop both for household consumption 'Ind f I 
' or 11C market. Unlike emel Jnd !<>nrghUIIl 

maize i s not an indigenous crop of the Sidam:l M" . 
• . ,I1ZC, according to IIl fonnJms. \\a~ n!1,. nil) 

adopted from other groups. However. the informants were not able 10 indlcJte! the IItTlC and 

the place of adoption. What is now clear is thai the producti on of maliC I ~ hlghl) cl1(uur.t :u 

by the government and has become one of the few imponanl crops grown 10 the ~Iud) arc 

In Fu lassa . where coffee is not widely grown the pca,,,,', del" nd I I I ' "" liS I Y on maliC til II 131n 

cash. As a resuh , currently, the largest proportion of the total land holdlllgs I') put to n~IIZC 

cult ivation. 

Maize is grown on peasant's own land and shared croplands. The use of shared cropland, 1'\ .. 

recent introduction. The apparelll variations in I:md holding size, labor availablht) and t)l"e5 

of agri cultural technology among peasant households gave ri se to sh:lre croppi ng. In the "tudy 

areas, the mOSI common share cropping arrangement takes place based on the a~rcclllcnt Ihal 

all requ ired inputs (labor, agricultural implements and seed) other than land arc 10 be prll\.Jed 

by the peasant who shares crops with the landowner. For the IIIpUI the pcas;lIlt conlnbutc\, he 

retains half of the total grain yield, and the landowner lakes Ihe other half. 

A I 'ze on lheir 0\\ n land rei) on th~ s opposed to sharecroppers, those peasants w 10 grow 11m 

labor of individual members of their households or on the labor sh:lflng arr..mgcrncnts 

di scli ssed in the preceding chapter. However, 3ccording to Informant s. household laror IS C s 

11 3 



important in the production of maize tl , ra ler Illany peas"nt • 1 1 u ~ eXC US1\C) rei) on the I. bor pool 

system. Many fann households use hn 'I ' -C l.ltO to obtam cxtra-hou'>chold labor to undertake 

major activities like plou<lhing/hoci g ~ T' ,:, n. Cl1llZlll£. SO\\Jng. \\ccding hane Illig and 

, tV!tlCS. As womell arc lied up to the prcparattllll of loud transporting. Men carry out these act' .. 

, 111\0 vc in such aCllvitics. and drinks for the work parties they do not get' . 1 d 

1 ;1111.\. ,II?C lclds are prcpJTcd al the hcgllllHlli) tli Maize is one of the belg crops of the S'd' . 1\1" · fi 

March. with the arrival of the short J':lins season. From the beginmng of M;ln;h to mid Apnl. 

activities like fertilizing and sowing arc pcrfonncd. The ,,>'ceding of mailc IS donc from \1.1) 

to the end of July. It is harvested IOwards thc end of the m:1l1l rain !->Cason. Detoher. 

As infonnation obtained from the \Vored:! Agricultural Office mdlcated. planned cllllrl$ Dre 

being made to increase the productivity of maize through the adoption of moderll lIlPUI
S 

The 

Ethiopian government has recently launched an agricultural development programme. \\II1I.:h 

aims at improving the country's food security. Sidama is onc of thc administral]\'c region III 

which this programme is cUlTently operational. The progr;lImnc is c;Illed E,tcn.,iun I'nckagc 

Programme. During the fieldwork. thcn! wcrc 165 registered bcncficianes. 86 III l ' nla~"11 

and 79 in T'urcmicssa. These male farmers had cas)' "ccess to chemical fenili/el
s
. e\tcil lUll 

serv ices, herbicides, improved sceds and other agricultural 1JlpUIS. As women do 1101 0\\ n 

land, they arc denied access to these important inputs. 

7.1.3 Collee (Bun a) Production 

Coffee is one of the major export crops of Ethiopia. 11 accounts for more than half Ill" the tutal 

export procecds. Sid,.,,, is one of the le"dmg coffee prodncmg areas that ,o",,,bute to the 
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country's foreign exchange earnings. Coffee is mainly gro\\n 1Il1hc l!lIdland of the , ,,,.,, •• 

or the twO study sites. T'arcmiessa is amOIl" [/. . 
e Ie mam coftce t;ro\\.ing kchth:\ In he S 

Zone. In this kebcle a large proportion of the . 
peasants cropland. IS u~d lor ('of~ .\ 

menlioned before coffee production and marketing, 
• rc Important prOCCS\cJt through "1\l4;h the 

Sidama's household economy arc incOfl)Onllcd into the \110 Id r economic S))'\CIIl. 

There are competing views with regard to the origin of coffce III Sidama, Smile mlnrm 1$ 

said that coffee had a long history in Sid:una. They claim thai coffee was u'-Cd 0.1\ a Oe\CI.lst 

crop over a long period of lime. Other elderly informants. ho\\cvcr, rCJcch:d 11m d,l1m nd 

suggested that coffee has only recently been introduced LIllO Sidama's agncuhurc. 1-lI.I.: \I 

informants indicated that some sixty years ago the Alctta ('I;ln of the Sldam.l fiN acqUired I 

from their Ccdco neighbours. It is firmly bel ieved among the Sidama clderll that the (iLJCU 

people were the first among the Sidama neIghbors to cultiyatc coffee. L;lIer, Ihe \'eWI 

introduced coffee to other groups of the Sidamu. However the production and ma/'~etmg tlf 

coffee gradually increased after World War II as it became the major c~port Item (II the 

country. In the 19505 realizing the benefits obtllined from coffee production a nurnhcr oj 

Amhara settlers were involved in the large-scale produclion of coffee. Partlcularl)' !i()\l1e 

Amharas who held more fertile lands in the mid-land areas where the \\cather and $011 type 

. be fi d · I f cofree tnldino ','arell1ic\\a" were favourable for coffee productIon ne Ite ,I 01 rom I' e· 

one of the areas in which Amhara settlers brought a large 3creagc of land under .. offce 

I S·d 'e not invohed In the large SCalI; 
cultivation. This does nOI however mean that tIC lama \\ocr 

So,nc Sidarna balabals who \\orl-cd pc.lI.:cfully "1m the 
production and marketing of coffee. 

new sett lers grew a large amount of coffee for cash. 
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During the Derg regime with the abolition of I d I 
an ordlsm. the S,dama tcnan! fann be n 

to cultivate coffee all individual basis Later Ih ' 
. . ey established produt:cl'l' CO-opeDll and 

pooled their resources together so as 10 improve II _I ' 
lC qua It} 01 produt:(IOIl. mar~cl at_1111 

and road networks. After the fall of the Dcrg Ihe ad " 
. pr Uccrs coopcrali\cs .... ere th m;mtlcd 

and individual cultivators again began \0 produce on priv'lc h . - (' I a aSIS. urrcnt y. like uther crop. 

coffee is only grown all individual 1)lols. However 10 f',e',l"'le f" , 
, • I a co i.!C milr"clln~' i,'U'I,e 

cooperatives arc established in many coffee-producing areas, includlllg Turemic .. ,a 

The quantity of coffee production is first and foremost, dCicnnincd by the site of ('11111. the 

amount of labor obtained and the application of modern inputs. In T'aremics!'u land I U 

critical factor of production. As opposed to the popular opinion that !>uggc!'>t'i !'>r.::arclt. !If land 

leads to intcnsification of agriculture, in Ihe study areOl where land is a 'ir.::arr.::c reSllUtt'C 

agricultural intensification sti ll remains at a low level and 13bor is found to Ix the lI11purtant 

faCial' of production. particularly during harvesting season. 

Land preparation and cofree planting are performed al the beginning of Api'll while h.lnc~tlns 

is done between November and December. In Ihe land prcp3ration and planl1ng pcnoo lal'lur 

is more abundant. Every farm household depends entirely on the labor of Its o"n male 

members. However, during harvesting season there is often a se\'ere shortage of labor. 

" I h f October and :\o\cmbcr arc the 
As it was observed and infonnants IIldlcated, t Ie mont s 0 

peak agricultural periods in coffee growing areas. Every coffee producer is busy pld.lng 

ff
' ' I " II'",IT and pulping stat ions. Since these statlom an.-

co ee bemes and lransporllllg t lem 0 IU :0 

. h to sell the produce before the Slatlon~ arc 
open for only a few weeks, every cultivator rUS es 
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closed. Once the harvesting season begins Sid f 
ama armcrs \\ ork hard 10 OfJcr 10 aVOId the 

dangers of sudden hailstonns and petty pilfcrino b . 
b Y women and ch ildren Oiarner l'l 1 

Thus, co ffee harvesting is a labor-intensive task. 

Since during the harvesting season every individu:1I farmcr IS busy wo k I I • r mg on 11~ p nt I( I 

not possible to organize any work parties. In addition, coffee picklllg COInnOI he dOlle t"ly 

individual household labor alone. Thus to avoid the above mentIoned problems that C. lIl \('111 

from delay in harvesting coffee, producers resort to other option: the usc of hired la~)ur 

Hired labor can be oblai ned from three different directions ( I) il may be r\.'Cnulcd (wm the 

woreeln to wn: Leku (2) it may be drawn from the kcbclc's landless and poor pca'anb or, ( 

it may also be obtained from dega peasants who are always III short of ca~h nceded to t1 

their requirements, other than food. According to infonnants the payment ratc i~ birr 100 per 

day, but the dcga (A licho) laborers arc made to work longer hours than the laborers frolll the 

vicinities. Since the dega laborers come from distant places they stay III thc homc of the hml 

until the work is accompl isbed. Thc host provides them with food and shel ler I hiS Illa) 

partially explain why dega laborers work longer hours Ihan the other IWO groups of la~)rcr 

\ As in maize production, women do not have significant role 111 coffee pnx!uC!ltln. 

mentioned earlier. in some instances, they may pick coffee cherries. for homc consumption or 

d · I ' d I bor Therefore coffee can be for sale. It is also a norm that only men arc invol\c 111 lITC a . 

regarded as mcn ' s crop. 

. . han c e:lfIl ings thc go\'ernment encourage 
In an attempt to increase the country s foreign exc g 

. . ch as ossiblc . As 3 result coffee producers 
coffee producers to boost their productIvity as mu ' P 
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have easy access (0 marketino credo, f >1-o· . I <lei ItiCS c" tens . . Lon SCf'It:CS and Impro\cd van hc (II 

coffee seedlings etc. 

7.1.4 TelT (gashshc) product ion 

Tefl', Ergarositis abyssincia, is one of the local I' . , p .mts gro\\ 11 111 EthlOplJ II IS the major hxld 

crop grown in the northern highl ands of the counlry. Thi s crop. compared to olher emp", IS a 

recently introduced food crop in Sidam:1. Elderly I1Ifonn:mts LI1 (.ilcall.!d Ihal the S,d,lI ll.1 

acquired lelT from Amlmra. The word ten' IIself IS borrowed from the Amh.lru.: 1.II1~U.I1:W 

Until the Amhara occupation of Sidama, the crop was un!..nown \0 SidamJ cu lli,'.llnr.; It "'.1 

almost half a century ago that the Sidama began to culti vate 11. Nonetheless the) ha\c ne,er 

used it as part of their diet. In other words. they produce It prunanl) for c.l..,h rather than lor 

household consumption. 

Despite the efforts made by extension workers of Agricultural Office 10 ex pand the pnx\uet l(lIl 

of lerr in Sidama, it has not yet been fully accepted by Sld;II1l:1 fanners. At present onl) \ef) 

few individual cultivators grow leff occasionally. Thi s is partl y attributed 10. (I) the hc.I\Y 

labor it demands (2) the Sidama's reluctance to ta~e It as part of their diet (3) the 10\\ mwmc 

the farmer's generates frolllihe sale of tcIT 

TeIT is one of the lllchcr (main crop season) crops grown III Sidama Li ke maliC. 111\ OJ crop 

th at demand heavy toiling and is thus labor Intenst\C. Tht.: Stdama rd) on collcett\c labor to 

It I sown 
produce telT. Land preparation fOf tcIT commenccs at the beginning of Jul) 

between Ju ly and August. Weeding is pcrfonned ri ght from the beginning of Seplcmt'lCL 

Harvesting, threshing and storing lakc place between Jan uary to February. 
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Tefl is designated ns men's crop. Firstly. men control the Itlana!!t::ment and dltpO lUon or the 

crop and second ly. all the responsibilities of leff production fall to men. L.and preparation 

sowi ng. weed ing. harvesting, storing ari! doni! by men. In fact. the u .. c 01 c\lr~-hl)U hold 

labor is the rule to perform most of these activities. 

Table No.7 Farming Operation calendar by main Crops 

Type of activities Crop Iypes and l110nths 

Ensel Maize T,ff fult . 
Land Preparation April Beginning of July ·\ronl 

~1:Irch 

Planting/Sowing May-June March-MIJ MIIJ July to #\ronl 
Anril AuI'U\' 

FenilizingfManuring Routine March . 

activit.,. 
September Ma} - Jul y September Au)!u t· Weeding 

SCfltel!lt~r 
-\ 

October JanuJI) - :-':m ·I)c~ Harvesting Dec.-January 
I'coru;\n' 

Storage AI! Ihe Year 
round 

DcccmOcr :-.:,)\ ",. 

Sourcc: Compiled from field notes. 

d . ' Id gcndcr di\i sion of labor hy Table No 8 Source of Labor, aillls of pro uetlon, ,11 

maior crops -
SO!lrCl' of Lal)()r I\im~ of Gentler I)h i~iun 

T) pes or Crop 
Proiluctiun nf I.~h()r 

IlouseholJ labor For hou~ehold Women play lhe 
Ensc! consunlption Jonltnant role 

For the market Mcn'sdotnatn 
Hired labor .. Coffee 
Share cropping. Primarily for the 

Maize 
work . groups and market but also 

used for household household labor 
con~Ul1lfltion .. ...J For the marLet 

Ten 

. ce of labor . Work groups are the major sour 

Source: Compiled from field nolCS. 
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In Sum, women in Sidama, arc directly e d ngage in the produ!; \lOn of ba..:k)ard em ilke 

enset and cabbage, and control the managemc d d" , nt an IsposlIlOn of these CfOP:', \ten. on the 

other hand. are the main actors in the produclio f I " I no sue 1 lie d crops as mUlle. coffee letT ct~ 

which ultimately fall under their control. Th' .. IS v1\'Id di vision of tasks by gender 111 crnrrlll~ 

aSSLllc,lt lOll 0 men and ..... umen s crops. systems seems partly to tally with Sachs's (\996) cl "/':.' f . 

According to her, men's crops arc marc likely to be gr:lill or Iree; non-food; raised [or m'IT"'C! 

and fo r export, while women's crops arc vegelable or rOOI; food; ralscd [or subsisICIll:C. Of 

raised for local consumption ( 1996:68). 

Among the Sidama, enset and cabbage (rool and vegetable crop rc~pccl l \'cl)') are Ihc m,1111 

food crops cultivated by women. 1llcse crops arc primarily r:li scd for home consumption, 

While men produce grains or tree plants mainly to obtain cash Income. They raise coffee for 

export market and grow maize and teff for local market ,Uld household consumption \Vhal 

goes against the premise of Sachs is Ihal men in Sid:nna control the production ;Jill! dispnsllwn 

of both non~ food and food crops lhal have hi gh m:lrket values. As historical e\ldencc 

suggests, with the introduction of a cash economy. Sidama men began to control thc 

production and disposition of food crops thnl have hi gh market val ues. For mstancc. thc) 

switched frolll the production of sorghum. which had 10\\ market value 10 the productwll 01 

food crops Ihal are more marketable such as maize and tell'. This means that the shift lrom 

. h od ,- n of crops that only ha\c high 
subsistence to market economy attracted men Into t e pr uc 10 

. d . h od ,·on of subsistence crops that ha\c no or 
market values, while women rema1l1c 111 t c pr ue I 

little market values . 
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7.2 Ag ricultural Tcchnolog)' 

In the former days when shifting cultivation was the norm. the Sidama u~ed to rely un 

traditional farmi ng implements Woode d" '. . . n Iggmg stick (\\ cl11l1cho) and wooden hoc (onko\!) , 

were the main hand tools The forme d . . r was usc to prepare sorghum plOHi \\ hile the laner \\ ,n, 

used to plant and weed ClISCt. In Sidam<l, only men wield these tr"clitional tools. 

With the intens ificat ion of agriculture, the Sidama abandoned the old ,,,.oodcn implemcl11~ and 

replaced them with iron hoes: sanc, shodira and {'ike. Though some peasants h;I\C begun to 

use ox ploughing for crop production, it is still uncommon III most parts of the Sidama :\ ... 

data obtained from the Regional Planning Ilureau IIldi cate, only 20lii of the 1:lC;I\anb rcJy un 

ox power for tracti on. Thus hoe cultivation has retained its dominance 11\ the agncultur.11 

system. This is due largely to shortage of oxen, land fragmentation, and the rugged and 

mountainous nature of the dcga landscape. 

According to informants and Worcda Agricultural Office expertS, the use of ploughs is more 

common in lowland and semi lowland areas where there is low population density. In the"c 

agro.c1imalic zones. land is less fragmented and relatively more plentiful. thcre is no shona!!c 

of draught animal. the landscape is conducive to drag plows with the assistance of o ... ·po\\cr 

and the production of perennial crops is Illore important than permanent crops hke Cll'ict Jnd 

.b I · portanc' of ox-dra\\ n plo\\'" 
coffee. All these features of the lowland area conm ute to t le 1m c· 

in crop production. 

As in other rural agrarian 
societies of Ethiopia, agricultural ex tension workers III Siual1la 

r 
d I vs They teach the SidanM 

make relentless efforts to promote the usc 0 ox- rawn po, . 
has ovcr traditlon:11 hand toob. Thl.' 

peasants the advantages Ihat the usc of 
ploughs 
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advantages include, (I) overcoming 11 I bo lC a ur shana (21 gc, spccdlll£ the SQ\\ mg and ~CI,.-dlRg 

Ihan when done manually and (3)· . , IInpro\'lIlg the -I SOt quailly and Its \,ater retention caral.:lty 

In spite of the advantages of ploughs over d" Ira ItlonalllnplcmclIls and the efforts !xing c\crtcd 

by ex te nsion workers, the use of anilll'li d . • - rawn Implements sll11 rcmallls at 10\\ le\cl. In cal:h 

of the two research areas, peasants cmplo diff . y crent farming tech niques for crop cultlvatiun. 

In T'aremiessa hoe cultivation predominates while in Fula ssa plough cultiV;LtHm t 

dominant. As data from the survey i d" I d I n lea c , on y 14% of the respondents 1Il T'an:lI1ic,,~a 

currently practice plough cultivation, while \he highest proportion rely on hand tools. 'llll!< 

may be partially attributed 10 lack of oxen :md small indi vidual land holding. Only 12r~ of the 

interviewees owned two oxen and Ihe average land holdin g size of the pc;lsant~ \\;I~ found 10 

be less than 1.5 hectares. 

Though only a small proportion of T'arcmicssa peasants practice plough cultL\'ation.lIlo~t arc 

not alien to plough culture. and some peasants who allot relatively 1:lrgc plols of land for gr,lLn 

production like mnize and lerr lend to rely on ox-drawn pl OWS. From In-depth inler\LC\\S.11 

was realized that some peasants who previously used ploughs have nOW abandoned it ;md 

resorted to hoe cult ivati on . This is so largely because of Ihe ever-decreasing arable land and 

pasture and part ly because of the expansion of coffee production. The m3in fanning 

instruments now used in T ' aremiessa are Sa rfe (instead of plough) for land pn::p;lr;ltlon 10 

grow maize and leff and shodira and t ' ike to plant :md wced the twO pnncipal cror~: cn"cl 

and coffee. As the latter crops do not need heavy toiling. ox-drawn ploughs arc nol as such 

important to grow them. In this Kebeie, according to the information obtained from \\'ored :1 

AgricullUral Office. these twO crops look up morc thnn 60% of the tot31 cultivated land In 

1998. Thus. the types of crop widely grOWTl in a society also detcnmne the I)PC (11' 

agricultural technology employed. 122 



In contrast 10 peasants in T'arcmicssa F I' , , 11 ass.1 peasants rely hca\lly on 0\ ploughlOg for 

agricultu ral production. As the survey finding d' d " 
In 1calc .62 { of the sample populatIon "ere 

plough cu lti vators. Apart from the flat IOpO I grap ly <lnd the relative abundance oj (ultl\ahle 

land, the type of major crops grown' h" K I 111 t IS c }clc partly c:-<plains the U!)c of plough In 

Fulassa , unlike in T ' arcmicssa maize is the . . I ~ , , pnncLpa ood crop. SLnce this crop nccd~ hea\) 

toi ling, the farmers depend heav ily on ploughs fa [. d ' r ,Ill preparatIon. 

Plough cultivat ion was adopted carly in the twentieth century. As elderly IIlformanh ('Cllnler.! 

out. before the conquest of the Amhara settlers ox-drawn plough , .... crc unkno\\" 10 the 

Sidama. An elderly infonnant indicated how the Sidama acquIred the knowledge of plough 

cultivation as follows: 

Before Amhara came and scttled here, the use of o~-dra\\'n plough \\;I't 
uncommon among the Sidarn:l. We used to culti vate our s\;lplc't \\ lth the 
help of simple hand tool s called wcnincho lind onkolo. The formcf W;lS 

used for land preparation while the lattcr was used for wcedmg. uter our 
people changed these wooden farm implements into iron hoes of variou\ 
forms. Some people who do not have oxen still usc lroll hoes fOf croll 

cultiv<1lion. 

Now I am 62. I cannot Irace the exact lime when plough W:IS mtroduced 
into the Sidama. As I heard from my palernal uncle (Wa 'iilc) and other 
elderly re lalives. it was during the gcbbar systcm Ihat the SLd;lIlla Iwe 
begun 10 acquire the skill of using ploughs. Durmg the ,\mhara 
admi nistration , our people used 10 work for Amhara landlords. The 
Amhara brought ploughs with them and made the Sidama gchllll rs u,c 
them for land preparalion. [I was not an easy task. Our people dId not 
adopt it easily. At the early stage Ihe Sidalllll used plou~hs only to prep .. fc 
the plots of Amhllra landlords, they did not usc ]t ~n th!!Lr IIldL\"]d~~1 piOIS. 
But later with the introduction of new cereals like lefT and mal7e our 
people beg<1n 10 use ploughs (interview, December. 1999). 



As the information from infonnants indicated lou h ' _ 
, P g agnculture IS not a recent Introduction 

Despite thi s fact, and the concerted efforts lx!ing db ' 
m3 e y agncultural v.orkers. pca"mls In 

010s1 parts of Sidama rely heav ily on the old agric I( I ' I u ura Imp cmcnts. 

7.2. 1 Variations in gender roles in the two systems or agriculture 

As already mentioned. there is a clear dist inct ion between (I ( d . 1e wo stu y arc,ls In the U'>C of 

agricultural implements. In T'arcll1icssa hoc-cultivation l)rcdo,n,',, "(CS 1'1 I' I 
u • W li C 111 ' II :I \S!I U, 

pioughlllg is the dom inant agricul tural system. 

As corroborated by data obtained from the 1wO research sites, the types of agricultural "urI>; 

assigned to the Iwo genders are almost identical in the lWO K c bc h~\ \~hcrc thlICR'nl 

agricultura l techniques are employed. In both hoc and plough culti vat ion an.~a~. men re II 

!rain cuJIl\'rl IOrS, they do the hoeing and ploughing. The land In the two areas IS prepared I'm 

sowing and plan ting by Illen using oxen (in Fulassa) and h,md tool s (in T'arcllIicssa ). Other 

agricultural activities li ke weeding, harvesti ng, transporti ng, storing of grains and colfee arc 

predominan tly done by men wi th some direct and ind irect assistance from wom!'!n. The 

productIon of backyard food crops like ellset and vegetables is largely left for \~omcn. \~lIh 

lill Ie ass istance from men. 

. . ' . I ( ' c' (, I"ss" \\ here o~ ploul!hin!.! il. the TIle mam distinction envIsaged III the twO areas IS t1a III I' ... , ' ~ ~ 

domi nant practice. the peasants usually organize work groups. Land preparation. ~O"'l1lg, 

" d . ly th roul!h workoroups in ",hIe. 
\\ceding and harvesting of maize fields are pcnonne mam ~ e 

1 I d ' T"l fcmiess'l where hoc-cultl\atlOn 
Women prepare food and drinks. On the otler Jan . In . • , 

predominates and coffee is the main crop, the use of hired men's labour is more common. 

I 

I 



Let us now see whether or not the transition f rom hoc to plough agriculture had an Impoc on 

n .duma, at large. major change':; ha\c <X:CUTTCJ In gender roles in agricultural production. I S' 

Ie among which W;l~ the radical ~IHh from the U\C of [he agri cultural production system. eh' f 

wooden digging sticks and hoes to the usc of ox-drawn ploughs In some parts of Sld,un 

Fulassa is one of the few areas in h' h W Ie major changes IS occurred. 111e pt!J,anb III Ihl 

Kebele have made a shift, though far from bcingcomplctc, from hoes [0 ploughs. 

In the fonner days when the Sidama used digging slicks and wooden hoes, there ";IS a C1C.LT 

and rigid di vision of tasks between men and women. Men wcrc usuall y n!sponsil:1Jc fIn held 

crops while women were mainly responsible for ellset production. 

As argucd by Boserup (1970), the introduction of plough cu\tn'ation dllllLllIshc'o 'A(lmClfs 

pivotal role in agricultural production while men become important actors In the prodU(l,tlO 

process. The general view she holds is that hoes arc women's agrieuhuralnnplcment'o \dlile 

animal -drawn plows are men's instruments. With thc transition from hoes to ploughs, \\ome[\ 

lose their former agricultural work and as a result arc relegated to the domestic domain. \ ~ 
described earlier. in Sidama hoes and ploughs arc Illen's instrumcnts, Women do nOI hoc or 

plough even in the absence of male heads of household, In femal c-headed households, \I()clng 

and ploughing arc carried out through workgroupS. 

The technological change from hoe to plough did nOt result in " reallocation of t"ks bet,,,,,,n 

the tWO genders in agricultural production. Sid"ma women did not lose thcor trad'tio
nal 

roles 

dad ' f cnset and catJtJage \\ hllc: 
and are still import<lnt actors in the m;lIU1gelllCnl an pr ucllon 0 ' 

the production of maize, telT, coffee has remained in thc hands of men. Thus we can arg

ne 

.' d t seem to ex pla11l either the current 

that Boscrup's model of technological deterlll
1

!11
sm 

oes no 
. . . " . It 'll productiOn among the Sidam;l, 

or the past pattern of task dlslnbutl0n In <lgncU lIr. 

I2l 
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SU~IMARY ANIl CONCLUS ION 

The mUlIl objecti ve of this thesis is to d "be I cscn t lC gender rolcs 11I agricultural produdlun 

among the Sidama of Southwestern Ethiopia. The thesis also c:o;plorcs the n:iatlolhlllJl 

between gender roles in agricuhuT<l1 production, on the onc h:md, and agricu]tur.l! ICdllliquc\, 

land tenure systems, form of marriage and type of rlHllTiagc payment. on the mher. 

This study found out that men and women perform culturally defined disllnc\ tasks. l'nhkc 

many African countries, women in Sidama aTC not the maUl actors III agricultural production 

Men play the dominant role in agricultural production while women aTC the key acton; Ullhe 

management and processing of cnsct :md in the d:lily maintenance of households. \Ien 1..10 

major agricultural operations like hoeing, ploughing. planting/sowing. \'vcclhng and , 

harvesting. These activities, in most cases, arc carried out through work groups III \\hlf.:h 

women play important roles. Womcn prepare and provide food and drinks for members of the 

work groups. 

Men are largely involved in the production of maize. telT. and coffee Wllh lIlIlc asmtal1(C 

from women. Women, on the other hand. grow cabbage and arc engaged hea' d) III 

manuring, harvesting. storing and more importantly in processing enset. Land pn::parallO
n

. 

planting and replanting enset are men's exclusive domains. 

As avai lable data indicate. there exists a clear distinction betwcen thc aCti\itlcs of Ill!!" and 

I d 
offee for the market while WOlllen arc largdy In\'oh!!d In the 

Men grow cerea s an C women. 
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production of backyard crops for housch Id ' o consumption. The oth bl cr nota c difference I thai 

women do not use hand tools or plows and wk · '. -or on mdlVldual baSIS. Men. in conl(01)I. '" 1I:1d 

both hoe and plough and, in most instances work 011 " I ' ' , c Cell\ C Y uSing dIffe rent forms of ~ork 

party. 

,111<1, Iloug 1 1 Icn:nl , IS complementary. Women do The role women and men play ;n S,'da 'I I d'f' 

tasks culturally considered appropriate for them ::md avoid certain acti vities Ih>ll arc 

considered demeaning. For instance, they do not plough, hoc and sow even III the ub!lcn(;c of 

male heads of household. In female-headed households such acti vities arc earned QUI entlrdy 

through work-groups anended by men. Women contribute l:lbour 10 Ihe dall y maintenance of 

their households. Apart from the procreation and nurturing of Inf:mts, Sidama women an: 

al ways busy processing and preparing food for household members. Men work in the ncld to 

provide the basic household requirements both through own I:lbour and through cash Incum!!. 

In Sidama, the division of labour between the twO genders appears to correspond 10 thclr 

access to and control over resources. Men, by virtue of their import:mt roles HI agricultural 

production , control key factors of production. They control1:lIld , and own farm implemcnts 

and oxen. In addition, they control large livestock and crops like malle, felf and coffee. The 

general pattern ;s that by v;rtue of bc;ng food prov;ders, women control enset and ca
hha

1' 

and have easy access to livestOCk productS like milk and butter. Widows are the etccpuon to 

th
' I W'tl the decline of levirate marriage widows ha\·e begun to enjo~ eas), 
IS genera pattem. I 1 

. . I d This access however IS Iinlilcd to \\ Ido" s 
access to important resources. includIng an . . ' ' 

d I b d Ou t III most Instances, "Ido"s 
who have male child/children from their decease IUS an S.· . 
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cannot full y own or control household resources, since Ihell "re e'pect 't k h ;" . eu (leep I em In 

thrust faT theiT children. 

The Sidama have experienced changes' I d • 11l an tenure systems, agricultural technology and 

cropping pattern in the course of their history. During the last hundered years cuslomar) 1.lIld 

~ , pro uctlon was lIltroduced and in some arca<; hoc tenure system has chan oed coffee d' , 

cultivation was changed into plough ing. Despite these new developments, however, Ihe long­

standing gender division of labour in agricultural production has remained illtacl. Men dId nOI 

take over women's traditional role and women did not replace men's former dOln;l1ns, 

Women remain to their traditional roles while men ha\'c added mai le, tell' and colfet! f;lrlmng 

to thei r older agricultural !asks. In short, before and after thc Sidama encountered Ihese ne\\ 

developments, men remained dominant in agricultural production. It is therefore, safe to argue 

against the claim that in hoe-based African agriculture wOlllen do the bulk of agricultur:ll 

work and their dominance declines with the introduction of coffee and plough :Igricu!ture ;md 

the change in the customary land tenure systems. These changes do not adequ;\tc1y c'Iplmn 

thc dominance of men in agricultural production among the Sidarna. 

In Sidama, hoe-based production system predominatcs and men play the dominant role in 

agricultural production, Thus, Sid'nta is likely to rot neither '" African nor on As"n panen" 01 

d 
'bed b B ) , ld Goody 1l1Ough hoe-cu!t\\ allon 

cultivation system and gender role escn y oserul .11 . 

is the dominant system, plough agriculture is also practised in Sld,m" The rc,search 

accordingly sought to investigate whether there is :1 difference in gender roles bet\\ecn "rcas 

The findings SUggest that thcn~ is 110 sigmficant difference III 
of hoe and plough agriculture. -
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gender roles between the two systems of agn· I Cll ture. Men do the bulk of agncultural "orks In 

both hoe and plough agriculture areas. 

The study also found out that the prevalence of polygyny d b ·d I h d I an rt ewen t oes not e~p am 

women's dominance in agricultural production. It is confirmed that most Sidama men "ho 

have relatively Jarge plots of ensel tend to practice polygynous marriage. They marry morl! 

than one wife not because of women's overall dominance in agricultural production, but 

rather because of women's indispensable role in manuring. harvesting and processing elise( 

and of men's desire for many children. The finding of Ihe study also goes againsllhc thes!'; 

Ihat claims in plough agriculture monogamous marriage predominates whlie In hoc-based 

agriculture polygynous marriage is more common. It was, however, found out that m the two 

different systems of agriculture monogamy is the norm and men in the plough ag.riculture a1'Ca 

are more polygynous than in the hoe farming area. 

Enset is the most important food crop grown in Sidama, and women play an important role In 

the management, manuring, harvesting and processing this staple. Despite thi s important role 

women play, the Agricultural Development Program launched by the government did not 

include them. As a result they are denied access to extension services. credit faciittles, 

. d d d th r modem inputs This finding indicated that the government has 
Improve see s an 0 e . 

failed to realize its two basic development objectives: to integrate women In development and 

to solve the problem of household food insecurity. 

. ieties where hoe agnculture predol1\1nate 
Goody (1976) and Boserup (1970) argue thaI In sOC 

. . ction bridewealth is a common fonn of marriog
e 

and women playa key role In food plodu , 
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transaction, whereas in plough agriculture dowry dominates. Ilowc\'cr, the study round out 

that the data from the two research areas do n01 tall y with thi s Contention. In conlrbt 10 

Boserup and Goody's conclusion, bridewealth is round to be the sole rorm or mam3gc 

transaction in both hoe and plough agriculture areas whcre men are thc maIO aclors 10 

agricultural production. 
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Appendix 1 Household Survey Qucstionnairc 

A. Demographic and social characteristics 

I. Name of the household head 

2. Sex 

Male = 
Female = 2 

3. Age 

4. Marital status 

Never married = 

MmTied = 2 

Di\'orced = 3 

Widowed = 4 

5. Age at first marriage (not applicable to those who afe not 1ll<In'icd) 

6. If married. how many wives do you have? (not applicable to fem:llc heads of 

household) 

One = [ 

Two = 2 

Three = 3 

More than three:;::. 4 

7. Do you have children? 

Yes = 1 

No::: 2 

8. If yes. how many children do you have? 

Total ___ _ 

Femalc' ___ _ 

Male' ___ _ 

9. Number of household members ___ _ 
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B. Subsistence Basis 

10. What is your household's major means of earning li\chhood? 

Crop cultivation = I 

Cattle rearing = 2 

Trading = 3 

Handicraft = 4 

Others (specify) 

II. List the major crops grown on your farm plots 

12. Which members of the family arc engaged in the follo\\ ing. m;tivitic!): 

Hcsponsible IlIcmbcrs 

Acti vities 
ChildrclI 

Womcn !\ Icn 
FCllla lc i\lalc 

• Hoeing 

• Ploughing 

• Weeding 

• Harvesting 

• Transporting the harvest 

• Storing 

• Marketing 

• I-Ioney production 
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13. What are the implements com I mon y used for agncultural at:11\ ltlt! !t? 

Iron hoe = I 

Wooden hoe = 2 

Ox·drawn plows = 3 

Digging sticks = 4 

Other (spec ify) 

14. Does your household have a farm plol? 

Yes = 
No = 2 

15. If yes, indicate the size of the plot (in hcclar) 

less than half = 
0.5 - I = 2 

I - 1.5 = 3 

1.5-2 = 4 

More than two = 5 

16. Docs the household own livestock? 

Yes = 
No = 2 

17.lf yes, number of livestock owned by the household? 

Oxen _____ _ 

Cows ____ _ 

Pack animals __ _ 

Sheep ____ _ 

Goats ____ _ 

Camel ____ _ 

Chicken ____ _ 

Beehives ____ _ 

18. Docs your household use ox-drawn ploughs? 

Yes = I 

No =2 
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19. Whose domain is ploughing? 
, 

Women's domain = 

Men's domain = 2 

20, Do you often use group labour (labour parties) to undert<lke <lgricultur<ll w\ks? 

Yes = 
No = 2 

21. If yes, what are the major activities that require group l:lbour? 

22. Are women involved in labor parties? 

Yes = 
No = 2 

23, If yes, what arc the major activities in which women :Lrc I1woh'cd'! 
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