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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is about traditional local governance found among m t peopl of the 

south, west and eas t part of Ethiopia and it tries to bridge til ga p in lit ra tur on 

the su bject. In the study, I explore Ye-Gardena Sem sys t m of Ki tan -Gurage 

traditional local governance and its development over time. Sem y t m, which i 

fo und among most peoples of south Ethiopia, has been us d as a major body of 

government for centuries. The system encompasses all the norm, value and 

conducts of the people. The Gurage in general and the Ki tane in particular 

adop ted the institution since antiquities. 

In Ye-Gardena Sera, elder's councils stand at the apex of the ystem at va riou 

levels of territorial and lineage segmentation. But, th incorporati n in the 

Ethiopian state deprived the institution its independent control ov r internal and 

external relations. However, the declining role of the Sem as th highe t polit ical 

ins tit ution among the Kistane did not lad to the compet breakdown of the 

w hole system . The Sem has continued to exist all over tluough the three 

Eth iopian modern regimes, despite challenges incurred by the state. 

In the thes is, I examine the interrelationship between the political syst m and the 

soci o-economic life of the people. The study shows tha t the Se m play's s ignificant 

role in the peopl e's social, cultural and economic li fe, with in the w id er Kistane 

socia l structure. I also looked at the traditional system and its substantial 

con tribution in local development arena. The incorporation and the subsequence 

modernization process of the state through new judiciary and bureaucratic 

inst itutions; large-scale migration of the people out of Kis tane-I and; and the 

process of urbanization, are major factors for the transform ation tha t exhibited in 

the traditiona l institution. However, the system continues to be the people's 

fcwored sys tem in the area of conflict resolution and peopl e's day-to-day li fe. 

VI 



:l4 09 49 E 

83206 N 

80000" 

7:00:00 N 

6:00:00 N 

5:00:00 N 

" 

, , , 
, , 

GAMBELA 

35 0000 E 

,-
' - , 

( 
, , , 

3600 0C E 370000 E 380000E 

.. ---,­
/'-"""-"'" _ .. ... ... .. / ........ -..... --'; ( ' '\ 

: -U>f,s":ot- -0~ ~~ \ ... - ,,' ,. ': 
' ... ........ . • "' J"'.Jf.'~ - Sxc \. \ ') 

" C"!e'X1'a . G U RAOHElJeSkii'l "', ~ 
.:' .... .... , " ~ .r"' • • , '\'1 

' --,', \ A.~W~ ~ 
/ : '': ''-' __ , Ei""e-'T1O'8I'IlI EfW . -" _ ,_ 7!!.8f'&Io.O,' ,--".. } ) 2.rd, ~ GtII"J" 1 .SI(' . ')./ 

,"--'"', '\ Syiem ,' f • ~fY\a-JEe / - e ... 1W.It Lanfaro l 
I'" ~ '1" -'/ \ : YEM/ J\) . SIL TIE , '" 

.. - ' Y w. • ~ : G!oe " ,. ,,~ • / 
(~HEKA ) t. ......... _ ... , \ ) IJ.tSha ~ l.,. OaiXtJa { : -. 0" . / \/ HA.DIYA (!)/-tJMnI )S:'I{ I!1'if - 2 

' - -,', Ge$n, GNdt'a 1 .. -- .... OR OMIYA I -- __ . ... ~- ~ .... ) 

1~ _ .... /:A.norac:tIa ) ..... .. _ ... _ ,/ Sao " _-. J";'.!"SJ J / • ... .... J Ot--.M --- KAF FA ' . \ ... ___ .. I • -. '_ v- CA.8A.-
\ "!I""- - .. I . . ' ...:",., I 

, • • ...... ' .... , I" i heiek . ..... -~ \. ,-
: • L.. '-0,.. ./ ' - - '_-", Merpwo - .... T--~- - - -: TA~ '" 

" I .......- "-\ / • icIoa ' J , .... 
OROM I 'f'A 

390000 E 

! Y"" ! 0>Ma Gomoo 0b.0 --;" /-- - ~ I~~ , 0 ...... ,/ 

I "', \ r -----~ • . "'\- . • ~ . B8d~ I "'--, , , 
. ,} - ... - ..... ... - "----..! 1 A ,..- . - 0- . ' Toct'I.! • "'-GBnaBosa BoIo&fJ Scre . ~ " itI;;;...~ .. 
\ , Snei;o ,} ' . Telo ~ ,... /" J '- __ • / ... J t-~_ , 

'- , ,o .-Y0owo -1<.. \ Dedla . ~~~ (;;,.J~ M"""' . ---... , . - o.mo/Ga)e \ / - " .... z""·( 
........ / Qn!m1a ' . ' ~ '-.... "\ '- /" J BcrJch8 . , 

' ,- ,' c-,SI>o8Md!, \ \ Chela KONTAI DA WURO ----"'VDLAyrrA 0 - .0 • W " \ ) 
'" ' • /londI __ / . ) ) I / (1Vndo I<DfsbL.r Sodo zw. , amot ~ i 

I ' , ---__ ",---' ~, " r' I.... /'" Lama , ___ / . ~.~ - ' .... 
,_ -, >-y t MeinlGokly. l "-. /' I '-- __ , 
'\ ~ ,----- 1 ( -~~ ./~, OIa Hum"" / Da!e Att>eQona '-- -, 

" ~ /' v" , _ _ -

'\-~'\.. \ BENCH MAJI · '-../\ I _v Kudoa ~ _-- - AJeI::2won . • 11., 
"\ - I . / . ..-' . . __ ... .:~,. '-, . Hula .. Sensa r " 

,,-- ' --)- ' M"'rvtSha"'a ) ~ "'_oza /' "" OAAfO GOFA i /' " ,--~ (-_-, , , ) -_ r ..- . ..........,... \. (r GofaZIlia ~ GddIoI.n:f ) .Y ~~/ " "" ' - , \ 
t I ( '- ........... ~ . // • ~. } 'J • ~ / ,.! ",,; ' " I " ... " Aroresa ) 
J .-I . ______ \ L '/ · r" .>. \ ~ J Wonago ' ' " 

( \ l\ -- " r' · ~8AS 0 .... ~ma~ Off \ MitabAbay/ \ ... -.,.[BuJe ~ \,.: \ _ Bero " '-.. ) / .'1 . , '. , ' '" 
\ "-- ___ \ G~il8 /"'.- la/a ''\~ /~ !'- ' GEDEO ' '-.. _--
I -- (Safamago • ...__ ~ I . ~ "('98 CJ;eF!--1 
" I -..'" • ----- I 0 MM Mnch t , / 

) I r CUbad_~ay "Komi:. " Albaminc/JZOO' ~""_ ' \ " :" 
\ Suma ? " i ./ \ 1Koc~ 
\ ) Bako Gazar ~k ( ""' , (/ , 1 

\ Maj i \ 0...... ) e~ I .... ~r ~MARO 0 t,_ 
, \ I ' I . } 

\ I f"--..~ ( f 0 "'" 1 1\ --,.-/ " ) f ___ . V DERASHIE 1'( B~ \ 

'- \ DEBUB DMO \ ~ '- U : 
) , ~'Z., ' ~ J """"' : 
L ' .J .~ -' ) / -_.. ' ,/-----..... _~ 'v---<' /' Bena Tsamay , KONSO i : 

.,- ....... ) \ 0~ IJ.. - .. ___ \ 

( \ "'---, L' ,-" ' - ' 
\.... .... ... -... --' :------" / ,---- '---' / ..... \ . '--/ 

I \ I \ <- / 
I \ l 

SUDAN 

O ROM IYA 

Caution: The deliniation of ali Boundaries shown on Ihis map 
must not be considered Authoritative. 

! Kuraz \ ... ......... 

I \ Hamer / 

I " " J O;- ~o.~ f~' 

'\ ,/ 
,,/--------------------------------~ ., .......... I'/"~ 

391053E 

83206 N 

8:00 00 N 

7:00:00 N I 

6:00:00 N 

5:00:00 N 

/ K EN YA \..'~.""" / ' 
34:09:49 E /~ -------- - --'---_-. 39:10:53 E 

39:00:00 E 4:23:2t N 4:23:21 N 35:00:00 E 38:00:00 E 37:00:00 E 38:00:00 E 

Source : CSA 1994 POpUlation and HousU'lg Census Maps 

AD MINISTRATIVE DIV ISION S 

LEGEND 

Tow n 

* Regional 

0 Zonal 

0 Special Wereda 

Wereda 

Other 

Boundary 

International 

Regional 

Zonal 

Wereda 

r--. 
Lake L __ 

Scale : 1:2,000,000 

20 0 20 40 Kilometers 

==--

2 



lDaIril"'~ 

GEOGRAPHYICAL LOCATION OF SNNPRG 

Or_ ya 

SNNPRG ,BoPED KENYA 

Me.a. ~b2CXXl 

Ofomya 

L£DEHD 

PQlllcal.edfTin.ah1,~ Bc:-..n:infy -
+ t 



, . . 

.N 

---- ---~---'----------....=------



1.1. Statement of the Problem 

Chapter One 

Introduction 

Kistane is one of the groups among the Gurage of so uth west thi pIa . od numbers f tudi es 

on the Gurage are characterized by generalization. They app ly fi nding fr III a secti on or a group 

ofGurage to the whole Gurage groups. To mention an examp l f such stu di es, Willi am , hack 's 

(1966) seminal work, the Gurage, People of the Ellset CU/lUre, i based n a fi eld data, gathered 

fro m one of the known clans ofChaha, and presented it as (J r~pr sent ati ve of the wh Ie Guragc . 

F~kadu (1972) made the only viable anthropologica l study on the Ki stane. In thi s stud y, f-ckadu 

made some efforts to investigate the traditiona l socia l setting f Ki stane. There are, however, 

historica l studi es on Kistane, which include Bahru (1972), 11 th P liti ca l hi story of the Ki stall C 

and Shemeles (1997) on urban rural migration and urban labor und ertaki ngs. Apart from thi s, 

wi th the exception of Bahru's (2002) recent wo rk, no attcmpt was m ~ld e to stud y the ur, l g~ 

trae! i tio nal system of governance in general and the Kistane (ye-Gordcl/u Scm) in parti cul aI', frol11 

anthropological perspective. 

The recent book entitled Ethiopia: The Challenge of Delila 'ra cy frO Il/ Below edited by JJ ahru 

Zewcle and Siegfried Pausewang (2002) is a new initi at ive on the stud y of Ethi opian traditi onal 

systems 'of governance. In the introductory part of the book, the well-kno\Vn hi storian Bahru, 

po ints out the need for a new perspecti ve in African politi ca l system. H cnco urages a vi ew frolll 

bc low; at grass root level (Bahru, 2002 :7) . 

Accord ing to Bahru, after the de-colonizati on of Africa, the promi sed hopes, gIve n by the 

' heroes' of na ti onal liberation movements, to lead their peopl e to the land of ' mi lk and honey ' 

wither away. Africa turns to experience its worst hi story in th c hands of those notori olls 

dic tato rial regimes. The then antagonist blocks of world SLIp r powcrs backed th m as a st rategy. 

But, aft er the demise of the East (Communi st) block, the west spearh aLlcd by America comes ~I S 

champion of the new world order. The moment marked by thc rC\'ita li za tion of hope for the 



desperate Africans. The notion of "democrati zati on" G 11 wed th crumple f th se dreadful 

regimes (Ibid : 7-9). 

One of the modalities the period brought is the resurgence o[ th roman ti c past of African 

tradi tional system of government. In this connection Bahru ha the followin g say: 

While the concept of a universal form of Africa 11 village democracy is probably 
/00 idyllic, it is nonetheless true that traditiollal forllls of govem all ce oflclI 
permitted a greater degree ofpopular particljJCtlion than could be saidfor lIIany of 
the formal parliamentary democracies of today. Even ill chiefly alld 1I1 0llar !t ica l 
systems, they represent a source of authority that cOlllpeted vigorously C1 l1d oftell 
successfully with modern political forms (ibid: 8) 

He provides the example of southern African states like Botswana, Nam ibia and the Republi c o[ 

South Africa for the system what he calls "mi xed government", whi ch mingles traditional and 

western type of polity (Op. cit). 

Tho ugh the Ethiopian situation is different from its Afri can counterparts, mainl y due to th e 

absence of colonial experience, the famous king Menelik 11 made a similar, i[ not eq ui va lent , 

process. He was successful in incorporating the resource ful area of southwest and eas tern parts 

of modern Ethiopian state. The epoch brought on one hand the formati n of unifi ed Eth iop ia (011 

the bases of medieval history) and on the other hand it destroyed trad iti onal form s of governance 

that were found elsewhere in the newly incorporated areas. 

Incidentally within the context of a very centrali zed and despo ti c regimes of Ethiop ia in the past 

century, the Gurage traditional political system suffe red a lot. With the new global ord er and the 

coming in to power of E P R D F, ousting the military regime, the way for the rev itali zation of 

tradi ti onal mode of polity was paved. As the government 's cadre asserts, the ratifi ed new 

constitution and policy of decentralization are fertile grounds for the reemergence tradi ti ona l 

system of governance. Encouraged by said democracy, the Kistane, ye-Gordell a Sera, trad it ional 

system or local governance, got a brief momentum to be cod ifi ed and to some ex tent practiced 

side by side with the formal state law. With thi s, hope for halcyon amity of the past rev ived . 

However, the government at the Woreda level soon banned the cod i ti ed Ki stane customary law 

sayin o "no need for two governments within one loca lity" . 
b . 
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However, it is plausible to study the changes that exh ibitcd in the long hi tory of the Kista l e 

political system as a response to its internal dynamism and ex ternal influence. Th essay will give 

emphasis to organizational structure and functi on of the Ki stane po liti al ys tem. It is als vit al to 

study the interplay between different variables such as soc ial, economic, cultu ra l and reli giou 

and their impact on the system. It is also worth studying the Sera and its enduring contribution to 

the socio-economic development of the Ki stane community. 

1.2. Objectives 

The major objective of the thesis is to study the Ki stane trad itional ystem of govern ance and its 

change and continuity over time. 

Specifically, the study attempts 

• To look into the structure and function of Kistane trad itional mode of govern ance and to 

investigate the mechanisms that the Kistane adapted to reso lve di sputes among themselve 

and to identify the most important sanctions app lied for infrac ti ons. 

• To scrutinize the interplay between the soc ial, economic, and reli gious va ri ab les [o r the 

maintenance of political system. 

• To examine the role of traditional system and it ' s enduring contribution to local development 

• To discover the dynamism and flexibility of customary law in the contex t of incorporati on of 

Kistane-land in the Ethiopian state domain, and the subsequent moderni zat ion process and the 

peo pl es' mechanisms to coping with it. 

• To document ethnography for the tradit ional system of governance among egalitari an 

societies like the Kistane. 

1.3. Methods of Fieldwork 

1.3.1. Fieldwork Location and Experience 

This thes is is based mainly on fieldwork I have carried out from mid-July to mid-September 

2004. Since the aim of the research is to investigate tradi tional local governance, much of the 

research was conducted in Kistane-land espec ially in Wegeram and Endebuyuo rural Ki stane 

areas. Other areas like Bue'e and Butajira centers for Soddo and Meskan Woredas respective ly, 

and small towns like Kella and Tiya were also im portant. 
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As noted above, I carried fieldwork for about two months during th last Ethi opi an ummer. Bu t 

this stay in the rural Kistane-land was supplemented by several occasional vi its. The fi rst rural 

fie ldwork site, Endebuyuo, is found in a mountainous area app roximately 20 km west of Bue'e, 

Soddo Woreda capital and approximately 130 km away [rom Add is. Thi s area is relatively 

accessible than my second field site. The second site, Wegeram, is found approx imately 155 

away [rom Addis and some 18 km north ofButaji ra, capi tal of Meskan Worec/a . This site is more 

isolated than Endebuyuo, due to the difficult terrain o[ the localit y. The area has much less 

contract with other ethnic groups like the Oromo, Amhara, Mareqo and Meskan- Gurage. So thaI, 

I fe lt this locality would provide me with a unique Ki stane cul ture. The basic subsistence 

economy in both areas is enset cultivation. 

In order to obtain permission to undertake the fi eld research in Kistane- Iand , the first group ' o[ 

info 1111ants contacted were representatives of the state. The group includes Woredo and PA 

(Peasant Association) offici als such as heads of Soddo and Meskan Woredo, leaders o[ local P s, 

heads of Woreda social affairs co-ordination offices and Wo/'eda heads of agricultu re offi ces. The 

gro up prov ided me with information on the status of the Kistane customary law and the level of 

its acceptance within the state bureaucracy. They also provided me with the government 's 

opinion towards the practice of cllstomary law among the people under study, and the 

relationshi p between the state and the traditional organizations. I also contacted DAs 

(Development Agents) from the office of Agricul ture at PA level, who assisted me in conducting 

the fie ld research to the remote areas. 

Before beginning in-depth interviewing with key informants, 1 spent weeks in all areas to 

establi sh good relationship with the locals. Info rmal contact in the rural towns, in market areas 

and in public ceremonies took up a good part of the day ' s activity. The rationale behind thi s 

approach was to gain community acceptance and to estab lish rapport. 

Though I have previous experience in rural towns working in the zone, the two rural sites we re 

not famili ar to me. First the people suspected me and looked me as an alien. In fac t I was in many 

instances an outsider to the rural way of li fe . I learn thi s in the fi eld . The cold weather condition 

and the difti culty of getting food were als9 problems at the initi al stage of my fi eld enquiry. 
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Besides, living in remote rural village where nobody knows me and to follo w the p opl 's da y­

to-day activities at first were very challenging. 

I interviewed several prominent elders and other notab les . Develop ing good relati onship with the 

ciders of Kistane had critical imp0l1ance as a source of the resea rch, since their support prov ide 

legitimacy to other possible informants. One import event is relevant here to mention. At the first 

day of my stay in Endebuyuo, I met a priest in the parish. Initi ally, he was suspicious of me as 

protestant evangelist. But after explaining my aim, he started to ask my fami ly background . Since 

th is the norm in Kistane I told him my paternal and matern al lineage. He immediately found that 

my mother belongs to his patrilineage. Starting from that first day he begins to call me as eJ/'/Clyo 

(my uncle). The priest was my key informant. Bes ides, he paved for me the way to my 

acceptance to the rural community. Kistane elders work as interpreters of custom and wcre 

therefore the most knowledgeable about the culture and hi story of ye-Cordel/ CI Sera. My points of 

contact to inFormants were made easy at associational meetings such as ye-obo{old and sob llg l/I/{ 

shengos , senbete and mahaber gathering etc. Places li ke leLIa-bel (local beer houses) were al so 

important to my field inquiry. 

Male Kistane in their leisure time usually enjoy drinking loca l li quor and leila-beer. Such spots 

also provided me the opportunity to contact much of my in formants . But, contacts with my key 

info rmants were made at their homestead. I also contacted informants such as traders, bar 

owner's, urban Kistane iritellectuals and civil servants throu gh vi siting their wo rk areas and 

homestead in the urban areas. 

1.3.2. Methods of Data Collection 

The research is mainly based on first hand ethnographic materi als, gathered during fi eldwork in 

Ki stanc-land and in Addis Ababa. The Following were basic qua litati ve mcthods of data 

collection. 

1. 3. 2. 1. Observation 
Observation has been identified as one of the most important too l fo r anthropological enquiry. It 

was employed as a major technique to get the neceSS::1ry information. The method llsed fo r 

obscrvin
cT 

the over all situation and behavior of the people under study from the intemal vanlage 
b 
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poi nt. It was useful to have a good insight into ceremonies, and other soc ial event s wi thin the 

local community, including marriage and burial ceremonies. It is also essential to get trust from 

the community. In this regard my knowledge of Kistanegna language and close relati onship with 

the urban and rural Kistane community has great importanc . Furth ermore I have been work ing 

as ethnographic expert in the Gurage Zone Culture and Information Department for about four 

years . 

I. 3. 2. 2. Key Informants Interviews 

The method was employed based on semi-structured and unstructured questio ns with selected 

key informants, who are knowledgeable elders, influenti al persons and government official , to 

collect data in relation to the history of Kistane, the traditional forms of admi ni strations, and 

changes and continuity of the Sera and other aspects of the soc iety. Key in form ants werc selected 

through info rmal discussion. Some 44 persons were iden tifi ed as the most know ledgeab le of 

Kistane culture and history and contacted as key informants. I conducted interviews wi th them 

both in Amharic and Kistanegna languages. Tape recorders and note takings wcre use I in most 

cases. At the same time checklist was also used. 

1. 3. 2. 3. Focus Group Discussions 

The method was conducted with two groups of people composed of different age and sex . Basic 

information concerning the rural way of life, the most important rul es and sanction , the 

mechanisms employed to resolve conflict etc were collected through thi s technique. The 

government officials supported me in facilitating meeting days and places with selected 

informants . 

Some times J undertook group discussion without my intention and schedule. These happen when 

[ conducted interview on individual bases at the end of public gathering or in tella-bet. At thi s 

time unarranged groups were often unavoidable. In most cases thi s disCli ssion had positive 

outcomes to the research. Because, such gatherings produced interaction within group where by 

they can act ively discussed interesting issues. 
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1. 3. 2. 4. Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources were used to obtain basic information on the geographica l, hi tori ca l and 

soc io-economic background of the Kistane. The method was use ful to have broad idea on the 

subject. Related literature on the area under discussion carried out by di fferent researchers, 

archival materials, figures, maps and other related materi als wer consulted and used by way of 

supplementing field data. 

1.4. Significance of the Study 

There is lack of knowledge about traditional systems of governance in Ethiopia in general. 

Sufficient studies on these systems are not yet made. One of such unstudied systems is the 

Kis tane ye-Gordena Sera system. This study therefore con tributes to record an ethnographic 

account on the Kistane and their ye-Gordena Sera politi ca l sys tem. The study al 0 will provide a 

ground for practical actions aimed at improv ing the rev iving trad iti ona l mode of polity among the 

ta rget people. It also will help to have a comparative understanding about the different politica l 

sys tems of governance among different ethnic groups in Ethiopia. 

1. 5. Limitation of the Study 

The major limitation of the research is issues in relation to gender. Traditiona ll y, in Ki stane Sera 

system women had little role. Therefore, 1 was not in a positi on to co ll ect views from women as 

much as .I wish. Besides, it was difficult to arrange interview with women due to the lack of 

willingness from their side. 1 was ab le to have the view of onl y four women informants. The 

issues that 1 am able to discuss with these informants wer mainly social issues like marri age and 

property ownership. On top of this, Kistane women are not comfortable to express their views 

openl y. 

The absence of shengo meetings as in the past, at various levels, du e to the recent ban by the 

Wo rec/o administrative made it diffi cult to attend s/l eJlgo IllccL ings as much as I want. The ga p 

was fi li ed through interviews with the elders . 
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1.6. Structure of the Thesis 

In Chapter two, I review relevant literatures on the concepts f political system, politica l 

organization, conflict and conflict resolution in anthropologica l studi es. I then examine 

theoretical approaches in relation to political and legal an tbropol gy. In secti on three, four and 

five of the chapter, I review the features of tradi tional local governance in Afri ca in general and 

in Ethiopia in particular. In chapter three, I outline the general background to the peo ple and the 

study area. In chapter four, I looked in detai l the organi zationa l structure and fun ction of ye­

Gardena Sera system. Consequently, I found out that the trad iti ona l system r semb les what 

anthropologist's calls 'segemantary system' with elder's counc il at territori al and kinship levels 

as the hi ghest ad ministrative body. In the chapter, J emphas ized on the vari ous Icv Is of Ki tane 

traditional councils in whieh pronouncements are binding on all level and ar backed by powerful 

sanctions. In chapter five, I discussed the rol e of th Sera to the peop le's soc ial, cu ltural and 

economic life. Specifically, I examine the contribution of the Sera to the I ca l level pment. In 

chapter six, 1 give a brief account on the hi stori ca l evo luti n o f' th e Sero system and it s 

relat ionship with the Ethiopian state. In first section] looked the proc ss of changes in the 

political system and its enduring impact on the Sera . The second section exp lores the current 

status of ye-Gardena Sera . In which I detail the recent revi tali zati on movement through J process 

o f codi fication of the customary law and subsequent developments. 1n chapter seven, [ 

summari zed and concluded the study by drowning the prev ious discuss ions together. J outline 

how the Kistane Sera experiencing changes especially with the incorporation of Kistane- land in 

to the Ethi opian state domain. I then looked how the traditional system continues playing its 

important role in the cultural social and economic life of the people. 
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Chapter Two 

Conceptual and Theoretical Literature Review 

2.1. Conceptual Literature Review 

The concepts of political system, political organi zation, confli ct, and confli ct reso lution have 

been treated in anthropological literature for a long time. 

The 19th century evolutionalists like Maine and Morgan looked territorial representation as the 

origin and center of political system (Seymour - Smith, 1986:226). Morgan examined political 

institutions through evolutionary perspectives. In his seminal work (1877 , as cited in Nwonunbi, 

1992: 1 07), Morgan made a distinction between 'primitive' type of gov mment, which was 

fo unded upon persons, and upon relations merely personal and another type of institutions that 

are characterized by a definite territory over which it exercises authority. Morgan calls them as 

"social organization" and "political organization" respectively. 

Func ti onali st conceptualization of political organization relates to the norms and rules employed 

in soc iety in order to maintain internal order. According to Radcli ff-B rown's definition of 

politi cal system, it is that part of the total organization, that is, concerned "with the maintenance 

or establishment of social order, within a territorial framework, by the organi zed exercise of 

coercive authority through the use of physical force" (Radcliff- Brown, 1940: XIV). His view had 

been criti cized as being 'minimalist', since the concept government stands exc lusively for states, 

that are characteri zed by central authority, definite territorial framework, as well as 

admini strat ive and judicial institutions (Nwonunbi , 1992: 108). 

Isaac Schapera (1967 :38) in his study of the !Kung hunting and gathering society in southern 

Africa, found the idea of territoriality and recognition of celtain of its members authority to take 

dec ision, but, there is no use of physical forc e. He concluded that any group of people organized 

into a single unit and managing its affairs independentl y of the ex ternal wo rld should be seen as a 

' political community', a concept which embedded people who have laws, rul ers or government in 

general. The view looks political organizatiOl: or government as universal. Mair (1962: 106) also 

shares hi s assumption. 
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As indicated by Balandier, (cited in Vincent, 1990:325), political anthropology as a di stinct 

branch in anthropology expected to become "the comparati e cienc f politi cs and modes of 

government, encompassing political science and defyin g any re triction to primitive systems". It 

devoted much attention to the study of the way in which uncentra li zed oc ieti es, that is, societies 

without formal governmental institutions, maintain social order and cohesion (Seymour-Smith , 

1986:227). Evans- Prichard's seminal work the Nuer (1 940) of Southern Sudan, deals with how a 

population of 200,000 at the time, maintain a political ord er based on a segmentary lineage 

sys tem with out an overall centralized political authority and G rmal governmental institutions . 

Segmentary system is a system, that is, found in societi e li ke the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1940) 

and Tiv (Bohannan, 1955), which exhibit alignment of local groups, by their closeness or 

remoteness on the bases of kinship or territoriality. Accord ing to Smith (1968 : 1999), these 

classifications of groups serve to "guide their politica l relati on of alliance and opposition" . 

I !ence, internally a group forms a unit "within which authorit y is di tri bu ted and co ll ecti ve ac ti on 

handled administratively". Externally, however, groups will "combine at one moment to oppose 

outsiders and then segregated to oppose one another" (OP. cit) . In Nuer segmentary lineage 

system, for instance, a larger group is broken up into lineages that are further broken down or 

segmented into different levels; from macro-level (ethnic level) to maximal lineage, to major 

lineage, to minimal lineage (Evans- Prichard, 1940a). At minimal lineage level all people 

descended from one great-or great-grand grandfather. When contli ct ari ses at minimal lineage 

level, the next level would involve and alliances would form. 

The concepts of conflict and conflict resolution have been treated in social science literature over 

decades. 191h century social thinkers paid much attention to conflict. For instance, in Marxian 

thought confl ict has a significant place in explaining vari ab les . Simmel and Weber consider 

connict as a major social phenomenon. Simmel (1908, as cited in Coser, 1968:232) insisted that 

"connict is a form of sociation" and that "a certain amount of discord iIU1er di vergence and other 

controversy is organically tied up with the very elements that ultimately hold the group together." 

In the same fashion, Weber (1949:26-27) contributed to the discourse saying th at "contlict cannot 

be excluded from social life .. , 'peace' is nothing more than a change in the form of the conflict 

or in the antagonists or in the objects of the conflict" . 
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In the first half of the 20th century, however, mo t Westcrn sch lars had n glcClcd the funcli ns 

of conflict. They paid attention mainly to the dissociative asp cts of connict. According to oser 

( 1968), these scholars stressed the need for common va luc and harmony. sing 'equilibrium 

model' from the school of Durkheim as the bases of their thcoreti ca l approach, th cse group f 

scholars reflect on conflict as a kind of sickness of the ' body soc ial'. They eq uated connict with 

anomi e- deviant, abnorn1al behavior, which impedes integrati n of soc iety. 

Gradually, so many theorists emerged opposing the dominant 'eq uilibrium model'. The shift of 

paradigm can be easily seen in the works of Dahrendorf (1957), Gluckman (1956) and Coser 

(1956). According to Gluckman (1956) conflict need not disrupt a social system, th at indeed, 

may contribute towards the maintenance of society. He provide the example of hi s stud y in the 

kingdom of Zulu. He pointed out that, in the kingdom there was struggle between Zu lu princes of 

South Africa for the throne, which occurs within a contil1uing soc ial systcm. ombining the 

ins ights of Durkheim with those of Simmel, Gluckman s ught to dca l with conni ct as an 

integrative device "serving to maintain existing systems of political rclat ionship" (Coser, 

1968 : 192). 

Anthropological studies prove that conflict reso lution need not necessaril y be identifi ed with 

spec iali zed political offices (Nader, 1968 :240). Nader no tes that, there are soc ieti es, wh ich lack 

central government and specialized political offices but have other means of resolving and 

regulating confl ict. According to Gulliver (1979) these mechanisms of confli ct reso lution can be 

c:J tegorized into violent and peaceful. The violent mechanism includes war while the peaceful 

mechanism includes negotiation, mediation, arbitration, and adjudication. 

In di scuss ing conflict resolution mechanism the most important issue wou ld be enforcing 

instruments of decisions. In most politically uncentrali zed societies conflict resolution 

mechanisms lacks coercive force to enforce their decisions (G luckman, 1956). In these soci eti es 

trad i t ional sanction stands as enforcing i nstrul11ents. Accord i ng to Red iefi eld (1967: as ci tcd in 

Dejene, 2002:20) these sanctions are divided in to supernatural and secul ar. Anthropologica l 

studies made by Hamer (1980) on the Sidama, Shack (1966) on the Gurage, and Bassi (1992) on 

the Borena of northern Kenya show how sanctions are effectively employed to enforce decisions 

in the above mentioned societies. In all the three societies , anyo ne who refuse to accept a 
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j udgment is li able to ostracism which would be followed by cursing that would cause 

supernatural punishment. 

2.2 . Theoretical Literature Review 

Political and legal anthropology has its roots in the 191h century evo lutionary theory. The most 

important proponents of the theory were the Bri tish jurist Si r Henry James Summer Maine and 

the Ameri can anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan. Maine, in hi s evolutionary trajectory, put 

forward stages in which political systems had passed (Colson, 1968 : 190). In hi s best-known 

work Ancient Law (1861), Maine pointed out that, in the past people were organi zed on the bases 

of kinship. According to this hypothesis, the change of a soc iety based on kinship to a society 

based on territoriality or 'local contiguity' was important (Lewellen, 1983:2). Maine's idea of a 

blood relationship bases to societies of 'primitive antiquity' was quickly adapted by Lewis Henry 

Morgan and hi s followers to embrace the so-ca lled ' primiti ve soc ieti es' of the contemporary 

world (Co lson, 1968: 190). 

The ideas of the 191h century evolutionary theories and methodologies were soon di scard ed in the 

early 20lh century, especially by American anthropologists, spearheaded by Franz Boas, 

considering the hypothesis as ethnocentric and armchair. In Europe, even if, criticism to 

evolut ionary theory is relatively mild, there was a sway to a new outlook call ed Structural 

Fu nc ti ona I ism. 

Following the footprints of the French social thinker, Emil Durkheim ' s structural analysis to 

society, in British Malinowski and Radcli ff- Brawn established two branches of Functionali st 

school of thought. Though, Malinowski' s contribution to the development of political 

anthropology was little, he was successful to establi sh anthropological fi eldwork methods. 

Politics in anthropology received great attention during the 1930s, when students of both 

Malinowski and Radcliff-Brown begun to study still functioning large-scale politi ca l units in 

Afr ica (Before 1930s antlu'opological studies were highl y concentrates in relatively small-scale 

society of American Indian, Australi an, and Melanes ian, where politica l and social organizations 

were seen as one and the same (Colsen, 1968: 191)) . Fortes (1953: 18), one of the students of the 
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two, latter on noted that, they were forced to study politica l systems and gov rnment in Africa 

unlike their predecessors, who had studied Melanesian sma ll - ca le soc iety's soc ial control. 

British interest in studying the African social system [or co lon ial ad ministrative purposes and 

fu nctionalist perspective produce a collection of studies--which was published in 1940 edited by 

E. E. Evans-Pritchard and Fortes called African PoLitical System . marked the beginning of 

modern political anthropology (Lewellen, 1983 : 7). The book's introductory chapter and eight 

ethnographic articles "established the problem, the theoretica l foundation, the methodology, and 

the controversy, for more than a decade of research in to the po liti cs of pre-industri al societies" 

(Ibid: 7). 

Po r about two decades, studies on political anthropo logy were dominated by Structural­

Functionalist theoretical orientation of Radcliff-Brown and hi s students. The theory looks 

society in the state of 'assumed equilibrium'. Lewe ll en (1983: 6-7) commented on the theory as 

"atemporal than static, that is, it does not really postulate an unchanging soc iety or a society 

without conflict, but rather its focuses on those norms, va lues, and ideal structures that form the 

framework within which political activities takes place". 

Accord ing to Colson (1968: 190), the period after 1960 marked by a paradigm shift, which 

do minated by increasing interest in theory, that could dea l with "change, faction, party, and 

po litical maneuver". The shaft from synchronic study o[ Structural-Functionalism to more 

dynamic and diachronic studies of societies in change was marked the development of a more 

process--oriented theory. As indicated in Vincent (1990 :325), by 1957 an alternative approach 

became apparent- the process view- was in the making. It was signaled with the works of 

Edm und Leach's Political Systems of Highland Burma (1954) and Max Gluckman's successive 

publications (1940, 1956, and 1960). Both Leach and Gluckman (including his 'Manchester 

school') were considered as transitional figures to the new approach embedded in the Structural­

Func tionalism perspective. 

The shift of paradigm from structural analysis to process orientation further made possible by the 

fast de-colonization of Africa, Asia and the pacific and thc development of multi-ethnic nations, 

who were characterized by political and I.egaf heterogeneity (Swartz, Turner, Tuden, 1966:3) . 

Therefore, the organic and mechanical analogy model , wh ich conceptualize societies as tightly 
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integrated system, can not be workable; rather "social fi elds with m ny dimension , wi th parts 

that may be loosely integrated, or virtually independent fi rm one ano ther, and that have to be 

studied over time if the factors underlying the changes in their soc ial relati onships are to be 

identified and analyzed" (OP. cit). 

According to Swartz, Turner and Tuden (1966:3), it was Max Gluckman, who draws attention to 

change in the social structure, that is, change in the size, composition and type of an organization. 

His field research in Zululand led him to deplore the dominant discourse that looks social system 

as "a set of functionally intercOlUlected components, moving by graduated stages through 

culturally defined equilbria". 

The new approach, the processual orientation , defined politics as a stud y of "proces es concerned 

in determining and implementing public goals and in the differential achi evement and use of 

power by the members of the group concerned with those goals"( lbid : 7). Politics is thus the 

study of certain kind of processes, which comes into play after a crisis to reinstate an unstab le 

structure to equilibrium. 

Political anthropology, therefore, shifted its interest fro m ahistoric study to hi storical. Hence, the 

Kistane wide range traditional political system, ye-Gordena Sera has to be exam ined in the 

context of changing social, political, and economic conditions. Thus, the processual approach is 

pertinent to elucidate the people's socio-political circumstances. 

2.3. Traditional Systems of Governance in Africa 

Traditional local governance is the oldest institution in Afri ca and elsewhere on the earth. It 

represented the earliest mode of socio-political organizati on handed down from the far-away 

past. Anthropological studies dealing with traditional system of local governance in Africa begun 

to appear in the 1930s and 1940s with the work by M. Fortes and E. E Evans Pritchard with a 

prefatory note by A. R. Radcliff- Browne (1940) . Most anthropo logists considered this work as 

the major stimulus towards the development of the fields of political anthropology itself (Colsen, 

1968:197). In the book entitled African Political Systems, the two editors in the introductory part 

isolated three preliminary classifications of African traditional political systems. Accordingly, the 

fi rst type is that of small societies, the larges political units of which are held together by kinship 
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rela ti onship. The second type is made up of societies in which the politica l frame\ ork provides 

the link between a numbers of kinship lineages . The last type cons ists of soc ieti es that have 

"ad mini strative organization ensuring greater di fferenti ation among a usuall y large population 

with economic and cultural heterogeneity". In other words th re are three types of political 

systems. These are states, state less, and band (Fortes and Evans Pritchard, 1940: 1-25). 

The American Anthropologist Elman Service (1971) suggested four main forms of politica l 

systems. That is band, 'tribe', chiefdoms and states. Band type of political system, accord ing to 

Serv ice occurs only in associations with hunting and gathering populations. These are the most 

egalitarian soc ieties known; their internal divisions are limited to dif~ rences in age and gender. 

The !Kung of Kalahari and the BaMhuti pygmies of Congo can be taken as examples of Band 

societies in Africa. In ' tribal' level of govern ance, the system contains two or more local 

communities that are systematically connected by marriage relations or assoc iati ons that 

membership in two or more localities, such as descent groups, age sets and vo luntary 

assoc iati ons. Service called this as "pan-tribal sodalities" (Lewellen, 1983:25). 

Unlike the two uncentralized political systems, chiefdoms are di ffe rent with respect to 

centrali zation of authority. Political system in chiefdom level consists of several soc ial 

communities each with one or more chiefs of their own that are united under the control of a 

king. The las t type of po litiea I system is state. 

States represent a more complex form of political organization than chi efdoms. States have a 

system of governance through bureaucracy, a set of administrative office that is formally 

organi zed on a hierarchy of authority. States consist of a number of local communities that ex ist 

within a territorial framework, all of which are under the control of a central authority. Political 

sys tem in state level separated from kinship (Ibid: 34-38). 

Elman Service's (1971) typology largely resembled the class ification of the ed itors of African 

Political Systems (1940) . Though the schema is useful , one of its major concept, ' tribe', evokes 

resentment by modern African scholars due to its pejorat ive meanings. The terms have been used 

by the Western academic to refer to African and non-Western societies. Lewel len (1983-24-25) 

mentioned tlu'ee basic objections to the concept. 
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I) It does not encompass a discrete group of 'oci lies (hal hare CO /llIII O /1 

qua lities; 
2) It is not sufficiently different from other types, uch as ball d alld chiefdom ; 
3) It suggests a degree of social integration or at least bounded-ness, which is 

oft en non-existence. 

Despite the obj ection, Western scholars continue using the concept by the gui se of two reasons, 

one, the concept is important as Lewellen stated to "bridges the gap between hunting and 

gat hering bands and centralized systems" and secondly "cross cultural studies revealed common 

features of ' tribal' societies", he calls this two reasons as " logica l and empirica l" (1983 :28) . Lucy 

Ma ir (1 962: 16) contributes to the discourse by giving supplementary reason to apply the term 

exclus ively to Africa societies . She pointed out that, the term ' tribe' is appropri ate in Afri ca 

contex t to show "a distinct political divi sion of a populati on with a common culture". 

On the contrary, Cohen (1978 :384) noted that, the term ' tri be' was fundamenta ll y a co loni al 

usage derived from the Latin word 'tribus' that means barbari ans, to refer to the ' uncivili zed' 

neighboring groups of the Roman Empire. He further poin ted out that: 

This ety mology reflects and explains the significance of the word in I·vestern 
culture, its link to imperialist expansionism alld the associated and over­
generalized dichotomization of the world 's peoples ill to civilized and ullcivilized 
th e 'ra w ' and the 'cooked ' of human historical experience. 

Now a days even the Western scholars begun to use the term 'ethnic', or 'ethni ci ty' dropping the 

cil: rogati ve term 'tribe' (Coheri, 1978, Barth, 1969). 

In view of such rejection of the term, it is better to classify traditional modes of governance under 

tbe common schema uncentralized and centralized system of governance. It is in thi s manner that 

the two edi tors of the classical political anthropology book, E. E Evans Pritchard and M. Fortes, 

described Afri ca societies. Cohen and Middleton (1 967 : Xii -Xiii) identified four modes of 

governance among uncentralized societi es. These are: 

I. Political system based on unilineal descent groups or "segmentary lineage system". 

7 Po liti cal system based on non-unilineal descent groups and whose political offi ces are 

rec ruited from members of those groups by virtue of their status within them. 

3. Po litica l system based upon elder' s councils or assoc iat ions. 

4. Po li tica l system based on age or generation set. 
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Most po Ii tical I y uncentralized groups in Africa form ystCI11 f ' cgl11cn tar ys tcl11 ' ba cI 11 

un ilinea l descent groups. In anthropological literature as shown ab ve, there have been broad 

inclinations to such political systems. Out of the soc ieti es that were treat d by scholars, are the 

Nuer, the Talensi, and the Tiv (Evans-Pritchard, 1940a, 1940b, Bohannan, 1955, Fortes, 1940, 

1953, Sahlins, 1961, Middleton and Tait, 1958) and the Gurage ( hack, 1966). Tn the course of 

ti me, anthropologists begun to realize that, segmentary lineage system is not onl y found in 

uncentrali zed political system but also in 'proto-state' or in ' midd le range' societies. That is, 

soc ieties who fa lls between 'stateless' and states. The best examples of thi s type are the Alur and 

Neguni (Southall, 1955, Middleton and Tait, 1958) and the western Gurag (Shack, 1966). 

Societies of such types are known, according to Southall , "segmentary state". 

2.4. African Political Systems during Colonial and Post Colonial Period 

Stud ies on African traditional local governance show that, the continent had expcri enccd 

traditi onal modc of political system since antiquities. Th sy tcm crvccl th c p op lc of A fric a for 

centuri es. The traditional system in Africa varies ranging from band type soc ial organizati on 

through other forms of uncentralized types of governance, such as, age grades, segmentary 

lineage formation, status and title offices, vi llage associat ions and council s, to centrali zed 

political system like states and chiefdoms. The advent of European powers brought the 

do mination of most part of the continent with the excep ti on of Ethiopian and Liberia, under the 

co lon ial rul e. The era marked the weakening of traditional systems of governance. 

According to Bascom and Herskovits (1959: 2), since co loniali sm imposed on Africa, the 

continent witnessed several changes; yet, these surprisingly rap id changes have not destroyed the 

continuity of its culture. There is no Africa way of li fe , whi ch has not been affected in one way or 

another by European contact, and there is no one, which has entirely given way before it. The 

cultures of Africa have been modified by contacts with Europe and the near east. European law 

and procedures, no matter what the degree of recogniti on, have not altered completely the 

African trad itional system of governance, though in many cases both have been modified in the 

course of adoption. 

The various European powers reacted to the e;xisting trad itional African systems of rule in several 

ways. For instance, the French and Portuguese African colonies were fo rced to give up thei r ways 
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of life due to the colonial policy of assimilation and assilllilatdo principles re pectively. The 

principle was developed fundamentally with a mission of ' civili zing' Africa in Western style. In 

the same vein, the German and Belgium African colonies, traditional local governance never 

entertain its previous positions. 

British African colonies followed a policy of indirect rul e; within the system tradition institutions 

were used in a corrupt form, to fulfill the colonialist 's interest. The system acco rded Africans a 

lim ited right to 'govern' themselves along with their traditional mode of polity. However, the 

system was entirely not customary and function in keeping the best interest of colonialists . 

Sometimes this was done by twisting certain customary principles of Africans, like the custom of 

respect for elderly, to fit the needs of their masters . Moreover, trad itional systems were treated as 

an inferior to colonial offices. 

As soon as the European masters withdrew in the middl e of the century, loca l mess iahs sporing 

Lip from all sides, preaching all brands of ideologies, cl ai ming to lead their people to the ' land of 

mi lk and honey' . But, soon after independence, Africa started to experience its worst history 

under the hands of the first generation independent Africa leaders. The continent appeared to be 

the focal point of civil war, military coup, famine, and so on. Bahru describes the si tuation in the 

fo llowing manner: 

Elsewhere in African too dictatorship of one kind or another was the norm rather 
than the exception. This ranged from the atavistic empire of Bokassa of the 
Central African Republic, the murderous regime of ldi Amin of Uganda and the 
proverbially venal order of Mobutu of Zaire to the totalitarian dictatorship of 

Mellgistu HaileMariam of Ethiopia (2004: 7). 

Wi th the collapse of cold war in late 1980s and early 1990s Africa started to face a "wind of 

change". Many of the dictatorial regimes lost their power due to the absence of external support. 

According to Bahru a "movement from below", in a form of guerill a warfare and urban mass 

struggle, prop up the breakdown of those regimes one after another (Bahru , 2002). Thus the 

notion 0 f "democratization" becomes the most important feature of the era, taking Western model 

of governance in the form of parliamentary democracy and multi-partism. 

However soon after the adoption of Western flnd modern system of governance new problems 

began to evo lve. Instead of multi-partism single parity rule become typical characteristics of the 
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period. To cope with the problem within the context of ' democrati zation ' another modality 

rejuvenated, in the fonn of adoption and maintenance of traditional form of African govemance. 

The system was viewed as the best institution in organizing popular participation than the formal 

parliamentary democracy. Thus, a system of "mixed govemment" follows which combine 

trad itional and modem modes of polity (Bahru, 2002). 

It is true that some aspects of African traditional system of governance are not only incompatible 

with democratic and modem style but also violate some of basic civ il ri ghts which are the bases 

fo r the concept of equality in modern society. In this regard , traditional institutions often seen as 

age and sex bi ased. 

Thus, constitution in the republic of South Africa, which came into effect on 4 Feb 1997, 

prov ides the recognition of traditional form of governance in the Republic, subj ect to the 

constitution. The Ghanaian constitution recognized traditional institutions and they have the ro le 

to play in issues of development. In Namibia, the constitution provides for a council of traditional 

leaders whose responsibility is to advise the president. In Zimbabwe traditional leaders are 

represented in rural district councils (White Paper Process on Traditional Leadership 2000). 

2.5 . The Ethiopian Experience 
Mcnclik II made the analogous political process with the European coloniali sm in Ethiopia. The 

Po litical centralization of the renowned king and his successors for the last hundred and a quarter 

of a century in Ethiopia have an enduring effect on the several systems found in the southern part 

of the country. Due to the notion of centrali zation process of the state and because of their 

internal dynamism the traditional systems were either weakened or banned. Blackhurst (1778) 

Taddesse (1988: 45-46), and Tedecha (1988: 197) study on the Shewa and Guji Oromo are 

examples of such situation. 

The traditional systems of local governance in Ethiopia have neither attracted the attention of 

soc ial sc ientists, including anthropologists nor of development practitioners . So far, few pi ece of 

writings have aspired the issue. In Ethiopia, there are different types of traditional local 

governance among different ethnic groups. There are quote a few efforts to study in detail about 

such organizations. 
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Out of such systems, the Gada is probably the most k.I10\. n y tcm f gra s r ot dcm cra y. It is 

re latively well studied part of the system by a number of local and Western scholars (Asmerom 

1973, Hallpike, 1976, Hinnant, 1977, Tedecha, 1988, Dinsa, 1975, chl ee, 199 , Dejene, 2002 

etc). 

According to Schlee's (1998) study of the Oromo Gada system, there are two controvers ial 

issues with regard to the function of the Gada. Bax ter and Almagor, as cited in chlee, r gard thc 

function of the system mainly as ritual, while Asmerom emphasizes the political func tion. Other 

scho lars like Bassi (1996) supported the latter view. 

Gada system as a system of local government is found among the Lower Eastern Cushiti c 

speaking people of Ethiopia like the Oromo, Sidama, Gedeo, Burj i, Konso and Gido lc. Unlike the 

Several age-set systems of East Africa, Gada is a 'generati on-grading' system (Asmerom, 1973), 

distingui shed by the rule that all sons follow their fa ther in the sequence of grades at a single 

fixed interval, irrespective of their actual age. Asmerom (1973) pointed out that, amid the Borena 

Oromo, there are eleven Gada grades or Luba. All Luba grades succeeded each other in spec i fic 

term (about 8 years), which began and end with rites of passage. Each Gada grade assumes 

mi litary, economic, political and ritual responsibilities. 

The Gamo who live in the mountainous region of southern Ethiopia, unli ke their neighboring society 

0 1" the Wo lyta and Kafa (traditionally follow centralized political y tem with a kin g) have a titl e 

po liti ca l system. According to Mark Abeles (1981) study in the Garno-land, there are 40 societies or 

Dere, made up of 5000-35000 people inhabited. Their political system di stinguished from its 

surrounding by the existence of two titles: one political and the other ritual (198 1 :37) Ka'a is a 

hered itary title designated to the high priest of the territory and the !-lalaka in an elective title 

representing the Dere assembly. The two title institutions ex ist rei nforcing each other for centuri es 

ma intaining the sovereign authority of the society. 

Recentl y scholars like Oyvind Aadlond, Bahru Zewde and Yacob Arsano (2002) made a contribution 

to the study of traditional systems of local governance among the Sidama, the Gurage and the 

Kembata respectively. The imp0l1ance of the study is mainly on the "genesis, evo lution and 
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contemporary relevance" of the Sera system preva iled mid s m u hitic pe king pe pi ofth 

south Ethiopian and the Semitic speaking people of the urag . 

Sera system, as defined by Oyvind (2002) is "a et of 1 cal cultural n rm r c dc rcgul ating th e 

communal soc ial structure and interaction" . Oyvind furth er n ted that, trad iti nall y the idama been 

rul ed by Sera, but with the political centralization process of the Ethi pian tat the in titution wa 

marginalized and become ritual without political power. [n th ame vei n, the Kcmbata e 'ro 

traditional institution of rule is also affected by the political pro e f the [a t centu ry (Ya b, 

2002: 45) . 

So fa r, we have dealt with the literature on traditional in titutions of governance among t u hitic 

and Omotic speaking people of the south Ethiopia. This findin g how that the traditional y t m 

wcre hi ghly affected by the political centralization of the statc. [t is n t uncomm n t see somc 

phenomenon of political centralization and marginaliza tion f traditi na[ ystem of rul e among thc 

li urage people within Ethiopian political hi story co ntex t. 

Bah ru 's unique contribution to the specific field of comparati ve stud y n th e mage era y tem 

provides a stepping-stone for further study. Several political sy tem are found among the di fferent 

groups of the Gurage. These are ye-Joka Sera (Qicha) of the Sebat Bet, ye- Ute era, ye-Malga era 

and ye-Dambus Sera of the Eastem Gurage (or Silti e lu ter), ye-Ferazagnne Sera of Mesqan, ye­

Sellano Sera of Dobi and ye-Gordena Sera of the Kistane are ome of th e ys tems fou nd among the 

ethn ic group (Bahru, 2002: 18-19). Out of these systems ye-Joke Sera of Sebat bet ( even houses of 

Gurage) is the well-studied part of the group by the American anthropologi tWill iam Shack (1966, 

1967, 1968, and 1976). 

In hi s stud y of the Western Gurage, Shack di scovers that the Sebat Bet Gurage confederation fall 

under the category of 'segmentary state' (Shack, 1967). Acco rding to hack the Sebal Bel have the 

fea ture of the ' classical state' due to the presence of terri torial sovereignty of the group, the format ion 

of centrali zed government, judicial institution and monopoly of fo rce-through ritual centraliza ti on 

(but not through political control). Shack further noted that, the system of authority is held together 

no t by th e presence of an absolute central authority, as in the class ica l state but rather by the balance 

of oppos ition between political segments at each level of the power structure ( hack, 1967). 

The present study is dedicated to ye-Go,:denil Sera trad itiona l system of the Ki tane Gurage. The 

sys tem as sa id by Bahru (2002:21) has a hi story of more than a dozen centuries . 
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Chapter Three 

The People and the Study Area 

3.1. General Background 

The Gurage who live in the mountainous areas of centra l and southwestern part of cen tral 

Eth iopian plateau are one of the most known ethnic gro ups in Ethiopi a. They inhabi t areas south 

of Add is Ababa between 37: 30' and 38: 50'E and 7:40 ' and 8: 45 ' . Thei r em itic language 

with in the midst of the surrounding majority Cushitic speaking mili eu; the varieti es of di alects 

they speak, their urban orientation and successful end avor in e tablishing huge mercantil e 

tradit ion, have attracted the attention of some linguists, hi storians and anthropologists. 

Gurage- Iand is bounded by the Rift Valley in the east and nOl1hwest, ex tending a far as lake 

Zeway, the rivers Gibe and Wabe and Awash in the west and northwe t, and north; the Kembata 

mass i fs in the south (Shack, 1966, Worku, 1995). 

The Gurage speak as most scholars noted varieties of Semitic languages and dia lects, co ll ectively 

known as Guragigna. It is the South Ethiopian Semitic language and presents complex array of 

lingui sti c features and dialect variation. Based on thi s fac t, people like Hetzrone went on to say 

that "Gurage is now broken up and redi stributed together with other south Ethio-Semitic 

languages suggested that 'Gurage' is no longer a meaningful linguistic tenn . It should be used 

only to refer the conglomeration of Semitic speaking peoples surrounded by Cushiti c" (1976:28). 

Even though there is a debate among social scientists on the ex istence of pan-Gurage identity, no 

one deni es the historical, linguistic and cultural similarities of the people. It has been assumed, on 

the basses of linguistic studies that, the Gurage are classified in to three mutually unintell igible 

groups. These are Northern Gurage, Eastern Gurage, and Western Gurage (Hetzrone and Bender 

1970: 28-30). The Silti language cluster (S ilti, Ulbareg, Inneqor, Welene etc) had been 

considered as Eastern Gurage, but, with the exception of Welene, they decided not to be ca lled 

Gurage effectively after the 2001 collective referendum in which the ethnic boundary of Silti as 

ethnic gro up officially defined and legi timized. The "Sebaf Bet" (se en houses) refers to a 

confederation within the Western Gurage; these are Chaha and Gumer, Geto, Indegagn, Enor, 
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Aklil, lza and Muhur. In this category, according to some sourc (Bahru , 2002:2 Me kan and 

Dobi also take account of, though they are not part of the con fed ration . The Kislane, the central 

theme of the study, belongs to the Northern Gurage. 

The Gurage never experienced centralized political leadership; in t ad of thi s they had 

'segmentary political system' with authority vested in elders. The people as a whole are known 

by their extensive cultivation of a root crop called enset, and the land is often classi fied as part of 

the ' enset culture complex area' , which is extensive, and densely popul ated part of what is today 

south and southwestern parts of Ethiopia (Shack, 1966). The rural economy is based on 

subsistence agriculture, with the main crop being enset, which produce an ed ibl e root and steam . 

This study concentrates on the northern Gurage, the Kistane. It comprises the smallest of all 

Gurage language groups. The group is referred to by a number of terms. These are Kistane, 

Aymelele, Gordena and Soddo-Gurage. Fekadu (1986) give a brief account f circumstances in 

which these terms were used. Accordingly, the urban Kistane community adopted the 

no menclature of Soddo. Fekadu noted the situation that led to this adoption was the Kistane close 

relationship with the Oromo ethnic group. 

Inter-ethnic relationship between the Kistane and the Oromo has two features: peaceful 

coexistence in one time and confrontation in another (to be discussed below). The Kistane have 

been assimilating the surrounding Oromo for over a century by accepting Oromo settl ers as one 

of the constituting part of Kistane community. The two groups also engaged in marriage alliance 

through exchange of women. The Oromo groups (Malima, Abado, Dulla, and Jidda) refer to the 

Kistane by the nomenclature Gardena, a term used by the Kistane to refer to their traditional 

mode of governance. The term Soddo refers to the Oromo group north of Kistane. According to 

Fekadu for unknown reasons the urban Kistane also claim the term for them. The government to , 
refer to the lowest administrative unit predominantly settl ed by the Kistane has also adopted the 

term. Other Gurage groups refer to the Kistane as Aymelele. It has been said that Aymelel'e was 

the first pl ace of the Gurage settlers during their migration to the present Gurage-Iand. Currently 

Aymelele is a place in the western par1 of Kistane-Iand. Before 1980s most literature on the 

group use the tenn Aymelele. The nomenclature Kistane is popular among the rural population. It 

was originated from the people's predominal\t religion, Chri stian ity. The main reason to adopt 
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th is name was probably to distinguish themselve from th urr unding trad iti n I religiou 

beli evers and Muslims. Since the present research is ethnography of the rural c mmunity, I prefer 

to use the term Kistane. The people ofKistane also call their language a Ki ta ll gna. 

The Kistane are patrilineally organized Gurage group with exogamous lineage and patrilocal 

residence; hence there is intermarriage between lineages with the wi fe adopting the lineage of her 

husband (to be discussed in chapter 5). 

The Kistane have much in common with other Gurages hi stori call y and culturall y (Shack, 1966). 

Markakis (1998) reflected on the creation of a pan- Gurage identity. His analys is gives due 

attention to the incorporation of Gurage-Iand to the Ethiopian empire during the reign of 

Menelik. From his perspective the formation of Gurage identity was largely a product of the 

impos iti on of administrative stricture of the state. 

But, according to Fekadu (1986: 17-18), they quali fy an ethnic identi ty by the general ethnic 

princ iple, which was introduced by Barth (1969) for an ethnic identity. 

They occupy a defined territory, they are biologically self perpetuating, th ey 
speaks a separate language though related to other Gurage languages at a certain 
level of relationship, they have their own social organization separate frO /ll the 
ac(jacent groups, and finally they form a fi eld of commullication and greater 

interaction (Fekadu, 1986: 17-18). 

Kistane-I and is situated about 85 -130 km south west of Addis Ababa along the asphalt road fro m 

Add is Ababa to Butajira. Most of the land is contained within the northern part of the Gurage 

zone. It is part of the Southern, Nation, Nationalities and Peoples Regional State. The land has 50 

km length and 40 km width or a total of approximately 960 km
2 

(Soddo Woreda alone, according 

to S. N N P R G, BoPED (2000) has more than 600 km2 land). The land is bounded by Awash 

River Basin in the north and east and on the west by Mt. Zebider (the hi ghest mountain peak 

which is about 3600mts above sea level) and on the South by River Meqi (Fekadu, 1986: 17) . The 

elevation ofKistane-land generally decreases from west to east. 

The climate of the area ranges from lowland hot weather to highland cold weather. The average 

rainfa ll is 600-1600mm and the temperature r~nges between 10° and 30° (S P R G; BoPED, 

2000). This shows that Kistane-Iand expel:ience, li ke most part of the country, hi gher temperature 
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and dry season during Ethiopian winter (October-may) and lower t mp rature and heavy rainfall 

clu ring the Ethiopian summer (June-September). 

The archeological site of Tiya is found within Kistane-land. 1t is one of the seven thiopian sites 

li sted in the World Heritage Convention. Of the roughly 200 archeol gical sites discovered so far 

in the area, Tiya is the most important. The site contain 36 monuments, including 32 curved 

stele decorated with symbols. These are remains of an ancient Ethiopian cu lture, wh se age has 

110t yet been precisely determined. 

The neighboring groups of Kistane-Gurage are the M skan-Gurage in the South , the Welen -

Gurage in the West and the Soddo, Jidda, and Jille Oromo groups in the orth and Ea t. 

Rc ligiously the Kistane are predominantly Chri stians. There are a few Musli ms. With the 

exception of a few Protestants the overwhelming majority of the people follow rthodox 

Christianity. 

As indicated above, the Kistane-land forms part of the Shewan plateau. 46.45 percent of the land 

in local ecological conception is considered as weina dega or middle altitude ( 1500- 2500 above 

sea level), 31.87 percent of the land is low land or gemoji zone (500- 1500 above sea level). The 

rcmain ing 28 percent of Kistane-land is highland or dega zone (2500- 3500 M above sea level) 

(BoPED,2000). 

The size of the Kistane population in 1994 census (both in urban and rural areas) was about 359, 

867 out of which 254,682 speaks Kistanegna as their mother tongue and 60,538 as a second 

language speakers. The majority of the people live in middle altitude areas . Lowland and ex treme 

_ highland areas shares the smallest amount of population. People li ve in densely populated areas 

where enset cultivation is dominant. Cereal-producing areas of lowland and highland part of 

Kis tane-land ex hibit a scattered pattern of settlement. 

The Woreda Administrative Council estimates population density of Kistane-land as a whole to 

260 persons per squire km, making it one of the most densely populated areas in the country. 
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3.2. Rural Economy 

3.2.1. Subsistence 

The Kistane economy depends on subsistence agriculture, that is, based on di gging sti ck for 

cultivation of enset. The dominant crop as indicated above is nsel (Ensete Adulis), a drought 

resistant crop with an edible root and steam. In the hottest low lands and coldes t highland areas 

production of enset is difficult, but cereals, legumes root crops, vegetab l s and fruits are 

predominant. In most part of Kistane-Iand as a principal crop, ellsel provide the people wi th the 

majority of food item for consumption. 

Animal husbandry is also common in all agro-ecological zone ofKistane- land.I-I erding of goats, 

sheep, cattle and chickens are significant for the subsistence economy. These animals are a 

source of milk, butter, meat and egg. In the past they were also important as payments for 

damages inflicted against fellow countrymen. Slaughtering f an animal is a usual phenomenon 

among the Ki stane during meske/ and other reli gious festi va ls. It is al 0 the u ual gift to honor 

relatives and friendly guests. Animals are also used for ritual sacrifi ces. When two individuals or 

two contesting groups reached consensus to refrain [Tom hosti lity, they have to make sacrifi ces as 

a symbo l of ritual reconciliation or locally known as guda. The Kistane also keep horses, mules 

and donkey for transportation purposes. 

My field data in Endebuyuo and Wegeram areas indicated that the average households (out of20) 

contain abo ut 5 members, and requires, rather less than half of an acre of garden land alUlually 

Co r all purposes. The recent famine that heats the lowland (gemoji) areas ofKistane land had little 

in fl uence in my field sites. In fact my rural informants from the two rural areas optimi sticall y 

suggested that the current enset crop on the land could SUppOlt the population wi thout undue 

strain on its fertility. This does not however ensure in itself that food is secured among the 

Kistane. According to the report from the government, the Kistane- Iand is seriously affected by 

the cyc li c droughts. These food shortages especiall y in lowland areas are serious enough to 

require loca l relief by the zonal and regional authority at intervals of 3-4 years up to the present 

ti me. These incidents of local food shortages in lowlands areas are results ofilTegul ar rainfall. 
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3.2.2. Communication 

There are no serous obstacles to travel throughout Ki stanc- Iand due to the relatively well ­

developed road network. This even promotes contracts between di stant loca liti es. Un like the 

trad itional power autonomy of each constituting agers of Ki stane in political and social fi elds, 

economically the Kistane society can be regard as a homogen us group. These circumstances are 

further facilitated by the availability of roads towards the main market area like Kala and 

Butajira towns. 

3.2 .3 Market 

Trad itionally Kistane-Gurage economy, as indicated above is based primaril y on the cultivat ion 

of a single crop called enset. It provides the main staple and occupied a central place in the 

economic activity. However, the Kistane enjoy trading. Local markets and bi g di stri ct mark ts 

like Kala and Butajira are conspicuous with over thousands r sell ers and buy r . In every market 

day it is common to see people from the center and periph ry f Ki tane-Iand now to a market 

place to buy what they need and to sell what they produced. Trad itionall y Ki tane-Gurage 

merchants used to travel to big market places as far as Aliyu-Amba and Roge, most important 

market places in the central Ethiopian plateau in thel 9
lh 

century (Pankhurst 1968:49). A 19
th 

century traveler reported about Gurage traders passing from one place of Ethiopi an to another. 

One traveler noted Gurage merchants as 'born traders ' while another describ d them as "cunning, 

shrewd in business, very covetous of money "(as quoted in Getenet, 1994: 710). 

3.2.4 Crafts 
The trad itional crafts of men include blacksmith (Wokach) , tanners (Ejama) and wood-workers 

(Fuga). Crafts are hereditary with in the patrilineage, a father teaching hi s son. The majority 

farmers consider crafts as law caste-like occupation. A craftsman has no right to own land and 

property (cattle, enset, tree etc). Their status with in the community is comparab le with the Indian 

untouchable caste. They lived for centuries in abject poverty and marginali zati on (to be discussed 

in chapter 5). 
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3.3 Migration 

The Kistane have been migrating to the urban centers, main ly t Addi s Ababa stariing from th 

last quarter of the 19th century. At the moment according to the re ult of the 19 4 census (1996) 

mo re than half of the people ofKistane li ve in urban cen t r . ari u fa t r \ er r sponsible ~ r 

the out migration of the people. According to Fekadu (1972: 7) th se ar : the incorporation of the 

Kistane soc iety and its subsequent military and labor con cription f the c ntral g ernment ; the 

difficultl y of using enset as a cash crop to meet the new demand [ca h for taxation , and lab I' 

obli gation; population growth and land shortage; and m t importan tl y the gencr I p verty of thc 

rural area. 

As most urban infom1ants remarked, migration was chiefly a rcacti n t the rural p verty. Th 

migrants recognize that rural poverty is the result of lack o[ income generating opp rtuniti es in 

Kistanc- Iand , which in turn results from land h rtage and an nl y b r lvcd thr u 111 

migration. 

In the past people evaded poverty by becoming succes ful migrant , with the majori ty engaging 

in doing business. Addis Ababa has been the most importan t destination of the Kistane, though 

other part of the country, particularly the resource reach south half experi enced the influx of a 

la rge number of Kistane migrants (Shemeles, 1997: 138). Most of my urban and rura l informants 

have close kin relatives in those areas out of their original homelands. At first the Kistane 

migrants were not permanent settlers . They were seasonal mi grants. Graduall y, these changed to 

permanent settl ement outside Kistane-Iand . 

3.4 The land 
Trad itionall y Ki stane-Iand is di vided into about 22 sma ll independent parishes or agel's . The c 

parishes developed no centralized political authority before the com ing of Menelik 11. The agel's 

are : Aretege, Keshet and Ambare, Endebuyuo, Damu, Aymelele, Kenze, Eshegedeye, Gotege, 

Aysheasho, Aygedo, Amaute, Gerano, Wacho, Nurenna, Melco, Gim ise, Zemute, Enegeder and 

Zugan, Angetega, Wegeram, Adele, Gogeti. These agel's are trad itional territori al based unit of 

Kistane soc ial structure. An ager has an independent pol iti cal and social function . This structure 

has signi fi cant role in Kistane traditional local governance (di scu d in detail in chapter 4) . 
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An ager is furth er divided in to several sabugnnts (or ill e c un il) . abu I/I/IS re th 1 

Kistane territorial structure. It has soci al, economic and p lit ica l runcti n . 

Currently most part of Kistane-land is found within Soddo Wor da of the Gurage zone and som 

([gers are found within Meskan and Mareqo Woreda, of the Z ne and me or the abo e­

mentioned agers are found within Oromiya region. According t the current adm inistrati e 

structure, Soddo Woreda alone is subdivided into 47 rural Keb Ie and 4 urban Keb I s. In m st 

)1a l1 this division follows the traditional ager structure, though some of the ag r ' are di vided in 3 

to 5 Kebeles. In the same vein, the traditional sabugnnts st ructure als rep resented the current 

got (village) organization. 

3.5 Religion 

In terms of reli gion the Kistane are predominantly Orthodox hri ti an . Ther are me Muslim 

and a few Protestants. The Muslim community in Kistane-land compri d of a ~ w patril ineage. 

Their long existences within the majority Christian environment can evoke an intere ting 

anthropological research. Despite their marginali zed positi n in the soc io-politica l li fe of the 

Kistane, they ex ist for centuries without threat of extinction. 

Chri sti an i ty has a long history among the Kistane. As indicated earli er, the people favorcd 

no menclature, Kistane, is reflection of this tradition. In Kistane-land each ager has got up to 10 

pa ri sh church and monasteries . Each church, like in any other Orthodox trad ition has the name of 

peoples ' favorite 'saints' 'angels' and 'martyrs '. Out of these, Saint MatTY, the Egypti an mark 

111}// l/o Gcbrc-Menfeskidus, Saint Michael, are the mo t common ones. The monk is said to have 

come from Egypt during the reign of the Zagwe King Lali bela and preached Christi anity 

centering on a creator mountain called Zequala, located some 50 km south of Addis Ababa. 

In Kistane mythology and also in the unpubli shed hagiography of the monk, he has a secrete 

underground path which link Zequala across Awash ri ver to a mountai n top found at the 

hinterl and of Kistane called Medre-kebed. Both sources mentioned Medre-kebed as the site of the 

Mo nk 's graveyard . According to the local mytho logical ora l tradit ion the Monk erved Ethiopian 

Chri sti an ity for about 500 years and passed ;away on the 5
th 

of Megabit (March) in the same 

loca lity. The day is one of the most celebrated days among the Kistane. It is also observed among 
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the people on the 5th of Tikemt (October) with great fea t in dre-k b d. ( h d y I 

fina l day of adabena ceremony and Meskel festival- to be discuss din chapt r 5) . 

Is th 

Taddcssc (1977: 117) assumes that the area the Monk had preach d pI' bab ly c nstituted the 

southern most area reached by the Christians in the earl y 13th century. Hi conclu ion fits the 

Kistane oral traditions, which consider the people as the earli est hri sti an mi sionary am id in 

hottest Muslim and traditional religious believers ' communiti es. 

In Kistane-Iand there are several age-old churches. These are other supportive ev idences of an 

carly hi story of Christianity in the area. For instance Kistane oral trad ition a n rra t d by som 

well-informed informants shows that Zena Medhani-alem in Zemute, Kedu B lew Id in Iml se, 

.ligna Kedus Gyorgis in Damu, Saint Marry in Melco, and Abune Gebre-Menfe kidu and ai nt 

Marry in Medre-kebed were established before 15 th centu ry. 

Unl ike the western Gurage the position of traditional reli gious beli efs In Kistane is minimal. 

There are a few Kistane women and marginali zed low caste- li ke occupati onal groups who beli ve 

in sprit possess ion called Demmamit. Demmamit is believed to bc a fema le goddes . The deity i 

goddess of fert ility. The followers of the cult are called meyet. In the earliest time there was a 

strong meyet society in Kistane. Women who are possessed by the sprite of Demmamil were 

highly privileged. They were supported by male meyet from the marginali zed lower occupational 

groups known as Fuga (Fekadu, 1986). 

According to scholars like 1. M. Lewis (1966), W. Shack (1966) and Fekadu (1986), the existence 

of "peripheral spirit" possession cult like Demmamit adopted by marginalized groups li ke the 

Fuga and marginalized groups like the women in a patrilineal society li ke the Kistane is a 

mechani sm to enhance their social position. Among the Kistane women and margi nalized groups 

like Fuga are not allowed to possess immoveable property li ke land and not allowed to 

participate in the political filed. 

3.6. Historical Prologue to the Ethno-Genesis of the Kistane 

For a student on the Gurage, the first challenge would be the question of the ori gin of the people 

and it is diffic ult task to answer. Their Semitic language amid the surrounding majority Cushiti c 

speak ing envi ronment and the ex istence of varieties of languages and dialect clusters in small 
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area makes the issue difficult. From the available literature and oral tradition th re are som 

hi storical hypotheses which show the origin, and time and course f mi grati n f the pe pie. Th 

dominant discourses in this regard emphasized lingui ti c similarity f the p opl e ith the 

no rthern Semitic people. This paradigm is also supported by the oral trad ition in mo t part f 

Gurage-Iand. 

Certain amateur historian and priest called Aleqa Taye in ari y 20th century d veloped th 

Jominant discourse on the ethno-genesis of the Gurage. In hi s book entitl ed " Y Ethiopia H z ?b 

Ta ri/e" (History of the People of Ethiopia) Taye assumed that Gurag fir t b c me known in 

Ethiopi an history in 14th century, during the reign of King Amda-Siyon (rI 313-44) . Taye further 

slalcd that a Christian general called Azmach Sebal recruited the first ancestor f urag from a 

place called Gura in the province of Akale-Guzay and led them in to Gurage- Iand and settled in 

Aymelele (Kistane-land). 

Aleqa Taye not only gives the enoneous impression to the laymen but al 0 influenc d academi c 

hi sto ri ans and anthropologists like Ullendorff (1950) and Willi am hack (1966). Though there i 

a poss ibility that Axumite and medieval Ethiopian kings used to settl e hri sti an military co lonies 

in the area, linguistic and historical evidences proved thi s couldn ' t be the ancestor of the Gurage. 

Po r instance, chronicle of Amda-Siyon noted that the Gurage were 'pagan' in the 14th century. At 

the time a man called Zena-Marqosa, disciple of Takel-Haymanot, preached in Gurage-Iand, in a 

specifi c pl ace called Muhur. Alvarz also indicated that the Gurage were still ' pagan' in the 16
th 

century (Taddesse, 1977: 127). Evidence could be found in above-mentioned chroni cle. It li sted 

rehe lli ous chiefdoms and sultanates that form ed alli ance with the Muslim kingdom of Adalc 

against the Christian king, Amda-Siyon. Among these rebellious groups Gurage was li sted . 

l-1ence, it is difficult to imagine a Christian contingent to be found on the side of a rcbell io us 

Muslim camp. 

Another version of the story of Azmach Sebat appeared during the time of King Susnyos in 17th 

century. In this second version of the story Azmach Sebat forces came to Gurage-I and in response 

to the people's request for help against a Hadya invasion of the land . This source clearl y 

contributed for the uncertainty and unreliability pf the dominant di scourse. 



Besides, as Grover Hudsen clearly stated, the diversificati n f urage is t great t d Ie r m 

time as recent as the 14th century and th .. f 'h I . . e ongln 0 t e anguage I n t unItary any ay (H.udson, 

1978: 73). In addition to this objection, Hetzrone comment that th lingui sti and typ I gica l 

discrepancies between Tigre and Gurage are so great that a few centuries separati on wou ld not 

j Llstify them. 

Hetzrone (1976: 28-32) by providing linguistic studies as evidence made a grotto-chron logi al 

compari son, which has far reaching implication for the Gurage. Ace rdingly, the split b twc n 

so uth Arabian and ancient Ethio-Semitic dated not later than 2000 B . He furth er noted the 

divergence between north Ethio-Semitic and South Ethio- emitic begun 300 B and 100 AD . 

These ev idences shows that the modern South Ethio-Semitic people probably tarted moving 

south ward three centuries earlier to the introduction of hristianity and the formati n fA x um 

as a state. Taddesse (1977: 126) noted that there are early reference t ome f thc peaker f 

South Ethio-Semitic languages, which confirm Semitic people movement out f north th i pi a 

even before the establishment of Christianity in Axum (Op. cit). The group furth er branched off 

in to two, Outer and Transvaal south ethno-Semitic. The latter comprise of Amhara, Argoba, 

Harari , and eastern Gurage, while Outer South Ethio-Semitic composed of languages and di alect 

clusters of northern Gurage, western Gurage and Gafat. 

Hetzrone (1976:28) pointed out that at the early time groups of these Semitic people went south 

and become the ancestors ' of south Ethiopian Semitic ethnic groups. He further noted the 

possib ility that the people were originally constituted a territorial unity south of ancient Ethiopian 

area due to their common feature different from that of north Ethiopian Semitic groups. He 

further pointed out that the southern groups continue moving southwards. orthem Gurage and 

Western Gurage were probably the first to move to the remote southerl y direction . Hetzrone ca ll s 

them 'vanguard' of South Ethio-Semitic languages (1976 :30). Taddesse (1977: 128) precisely 

locate the early habitat of the group in the area between Blue ile gorge and the upper basin of 

A wash river. 

These huge population movements were probably made at the expense of the ushitic people of 

the Ethiopian central plateau. There are no precise hi stori cal e idences about the initial 

confron tation between the two linguistic . groups (Taddesse, 1972:7). The first emitic mi gran ts 
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were settled amid this Cushitic people and probably Semiticz d the regi n n b for the pre­

Christine Axum. The earliest ancestors of the Gurage were perh ap ba ic lI y f ushiti c 

(S idama) origin and assimilated by Semitic speakers. 

Edward Ullendorff (1965: 38) reflected on "the basic Gurage stock appear d t b of idama 

origin upon which various layers of military expeditions fTom the north w re imposed re Lilting in 

that curious mixture of Semitic and Cushitic traits in appearance as well as language." This view 

was also supported by linguistic like Wolf Leslau (1958) and Backinghum and Huntig ~ rd (1 954: 

XVIII). 

The so uthward movement of the Semitic people probably continu s dur ing the Ii t- hri sti an 

Ethiopian in the form of military colony. For instance the earli st rec rdcd materi al on hri ti an 

settlement in the region south of the Axumite kingdom indicated that there were emit ic 

populations in the 9th century. In the material, a Christian king as part of hi s program f 

evangelization undertook these Christian settlements. The king con trueted churches and 

estab li sh Christian military colonies in the vast areas south of the kingdom (Taddesse, 1972: 38). 

This process continues all through the medieval period with bri ef interruption in 10lh century. 

The bri ef intelTuption came about from the Sidama queen ca ll ed Baniel-Hamuii yah (l egendary 

queen also called as Yodit or Gudit). She defeated the Axumite Empire and destroyed its 

legac ies . Even though her reign over the kingdom did not last long the event effecti vely isolated 

Christian military colonies from the kingdom. The colonies maintained their identiti es in th e 

middle ofCushitic environment (Taddesse, 1972: 41). 

. . I 131h d I 141h . With the renaissance of a strong Solomol1lc dynasty 111 ate century an ear y century, It 

was evident that the Christian kings starts to reinvigoration program to south of the kingdom. 

Military colonies from the Christian highlands such as those of Amda-Si yon started to launch. 

For instant during the reign of Zere-Yaqob, the king himself led an army into Gurage- Iand to 

suppress a revolt of a Hadya ruler called, Mahiko (Label, 1974: 102). This epi sode not only 

restored the peoples' alliance, but also repeats the same hi story as 'Y ith Amda-S iyon invasion . 

Many contingents of the famous emperor said to be settled in the area by recei ing land as 

payment for services and joined the local P?pufation. 
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Kistane oral tradition and genealogy supported those two pisodes. in th form r ca e there ar 

several patrilineages (tibs) that claim decent from Azmach ebat and hi ontin ents. r inst ncc 

a lib (patrilineal group) called Sebhato in the district of Wacho claim d c nt [r m AZII ra Ii at 

himself. In the latter case, there are patrilineal lineage groups wh claim dec nt [r m th King 

Zere-Yaqob and his followers. For instance a lineage call ed Mililu in the distri t [ maw t 

linked its line with the king and a patrilineal group called Abbo in the same di stri ct clai m [ I' m 

one of the king's soldier. There are several patrilineal group claming d cent [r m pric t , 

soldiers and migrants from different parts of the Christen kingdom . T m nti n om 

Tekelemeden and Weteto claim from Menz, Abaweldo from Gondar, Teskar and T meh rte 

[rom Tigre and so on. So many anthropological studies rev al that in south Ethi pi a th rc are s 

many claims akin to this. For instance people in Gamo, Wolyta, idama, Kaf[a, Dawero and 

Dorze areas claim decent to power areas like Amhara and Tigre. 

In a diffe rent story, there are people who linkedtheir line with the 10
th 

century v nt fth qu cn 

of Himiyahu and the distraction of the ancient Axumite Empire. During the time some hri sti an 

priest's said to be fled to the island of Zeway and take asy lum there with several arc f c venant 

and other religious materials. Some of these people latter came to Ki stane-land and contribute t 

the diverse ancestral origin to the Kistane community. According to oral tradition, patrilinea l 

lineage groups like Temhirte, Ateke-selase and Amha-selasc are decedent of thi people. Bes idc 

these, early traditions of Semitic population movement to the present Kistane- land , the Oromo 

northwest incursion had huge influence to the diversity of ethnic ori gin of the Kistane. 

In the late 16th century, pastoral Oromo groups began to expand their territory northwest. In the 

hi sto ry of Ethiopia population movements, this episode has a remarkable place. In their way of 

ex pansion, the Oromo effectively overrun most part of the central, east and west part of Ethiopi a. 

In the course of this event they effectively isolate people like the Gurage from its contract with 

the highland Christian kingdom (Ipcar, 1970:34). Label (1974: 104) stated that the Oromo were 

no t interested in the Gurage-land largely because of the ubiquiti es production of ensel as a stapl e 

foo d, which they disliked. Nevertheless there are some registered conflicts between the tv 0 

groups during the reign of Susnyos (1608-32). The event led to the complete se erance of 

Gurage-Iand from the northern Christian highland kingdom . The conflictual rel ationship between 

the two ethnic groups continues to the 19th
' century until the defea t o[the Gurage. 



The Oromo relationship with the Gurage follows the principal of p a ful co xlstenc In n 

lime and quarrel and warfare in another time (see below). The Oromo episode in the hi story f 

the Kistane has an enduring impact. Their appearance in the socio-politi ca l spher of J(jstane 

contributed to the diversity of the Kistane people. The Oromo can be considered as the third 

ethnic layer in the Kistane ethno-genesis, the Cushitic-Sidama and the subsequent emitic 

interaction with them as being the 151 and 2nd layers to the ethnic compo itions. 

Fusion in Gurage-Oromo relations took place in two forms: One, those Oromo groups who came 

as a subjugator and peaceful settler in Kistane-land. Today thi s group con titute everal Kistane 

patri lineal groups. They have influential position in Kistane socio-politi cal fi eld . For instance, 

wi th the exception of Wegeram, in all Kistane agers there is at least one Oromo patri lineal group 

who controlled the institution of goyta (Lordship) (to be di scussed in chapter 4). econdl y, the 

ne ighboring Oromo groups to the Kistane such as Abado, Malima, Geto, Dulla, Jidda, and Jill a 

have been exchanging wives for marriage. These further boost the assimi lation of some Oromo 

gro ups to the Kistane community, and contribute to the divers ity of ancestral origin of the 

Kistane. Today, almost all Kistane acquire an Oromo line. It is difficult for one to claim ethnic 

pure origin . Therefore, the Kistane identity is made up of the synthesis and assimilation of variety 

of gro ups. 
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. yo sme, as Cit ll1 B hru I 72: 55-peaceful co-existence and confrontation A testl'mon fA ' d ' 

e ec a romo group . Th iden e indicated the earliest attacks of the Gurage agal'nst th MhO 

, lom le nOli lern 11'1 ll an an by the furt her stated that, although the Gurages were separated f· tl I I " 1 d 

Oromo, the Gurage consistently prevailed in war over Oromo, raiding and 10 ting their ill agc 

(Bahru, 1972 : 26). But in the first half of the 19th century the Oromo got th m mentum and 

overwhelmingly defeated the Gurage. Bahru commented on the event aying: 

A. reversal in the tides of future, whom, according to oral traditions, the 
httherto. prevalent Gurage suddenly found themselves vi tims of 
successive [Oromo] onslaughts which brought decimation and 
enslavement (Bahru, 1972: 56) 

Accord ing to Kistane oral traditions as noted in Gideon Go ldenberg (1983), th mid 19
th 

century 

hi story of the people was marked by wars with the Oromo. At the time Ki tane preferred tr nch 

warfare as a strategy to defend their territory from Oromo incursion. He further noted that at the 

moment: 

Kistane and [Oromo} territories were still distinct from each other, separated by 
Ye-Oromo wergo {"the Dromo line "}, a system of pits and trenches, which had 
heen dug in order to defend the Kistane from [Dromo} incursions. A turning {Joillt 
of Kistane history was the day when the wergo of Nurenna was broke (ye-Nurenna 
wergo yeseber may). Wh en this happened the Dromo swarm ed into the country, 
s ince then both people have become intermixed so that one's genealogy cannot 

easily be traced back to either Kistane or Dromo ancestors. 

These conflicts, as my well-informed infonnants illustrated, were motivated by econom ic factors, 

to be precise, to obtain the most fertile lands of the central Ethiopian highlands. By the mid 19
th 

century, however, the Kistane found themselves in small mountainous areas leav ing much of 

their land to the most vigorous Oromo groups like the Abado, Jidda, to the north and Jilla Oromo 

to the east of Kistane-Iand. Owing to the defeat and lose of the most productive lands, the Kistane 

were forced to survive only on mixed economy based on erlset culture and herding (the whole 

Kistane traclition about the ferrous fighting against the Oromo elaborately indicated in Bahru, 

1972). 

Most of my infonnants argued that, the continuous struggle between the Oromo and the Kistane 

forced the latter to seek assistance fro~ the Christian Amhara kingdom in the north . Thei r 
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religious affinity and geographical proximity were contributing fact rs. Acc rding to ral 

trad itions and historical accounts, during the reign of Sahela- ell asse I I -4 f hewa ther 

were earl y contact between the Kistane and the Amhara. Exasperated by the intimid ting tate f 

affairs with the surrounding groups, it was the Kistane side that first takes the initi ati e f 

contact. The tradition went on saying that, a Kistane mission led by a man ca ll d da L Ii 

sent out twice. The man was successful to obtain some Amhara mercenary aga inst the 

Alas all were destroyed by the Oromo chivalry on their way to Ki stane- Iand . 

The traditions are not full flagged accounts to reveal the immediate responses of the 

o was 

rom . 

hri sti an 

ki ngdom to this incidence. Some historical sources indicate Sahela-Sell asse' claim as being king 

of Shewa and Gurage. The accounts also suggested that Oda Leli sso wa the first governor of thc 

land under the kingdom. But the claim and the appointment seems never be n materi ali z d until 

the peaceful submission of the Kistane to Menelik II of Shewa, grandson of Sahel a- eli as e, in 

the mid 1870s. 

Unl ike the Kistane, the Western and Eastern Gurage groups resi ted the Amhara force until the 

end of 1880s under the Islamic revivalist leadership call ed Hassan lnj amo of Qebena. The long 

and devastating wars against the Amhara attacking forces had long last impact on the mo t part 0 f 

the Gurage. Due to their resistance western and eastern Gurage were forced to accept the gebbar 

system. 

Gurage were never exploited as most southern people, thanks to the dominant crop, enset, whi ch 

is not edible by the Amhara. The gebbar system was not full y imposed on Ki stane- Iand as reward 

for their peaceful submission. The Kistane, as part of the empire since the mid 1870s, were acti ve 

in the Menelik campaign against their fellow Gurage and other southern people. 

The relat ionship between the Kistane and the bordering Meskan-Gurage and Mareqo (Libido) 

was also dominated by sporadic warfare. According to my informants these wars were also 

aggravated by economic motives. As indicated above, the Kistane were forced to sUITender the 

mo re fertil e lands in the north and northeast and northwest to the Oromo groups. Such fac tor I d 

them to put pressure against Meskan and Mareqo. There were wars against both groups to get 

control o f fcrtil e lands of Adela, 10le and Qoshai areas (A l11 are, 19 5: 10) . The hosti lc rclati nshi p 

among the Kistane, Meskan and Maraqo picked up momentum after the Italian conque t of the 

38 



country. At the time, both groups found themselves on the sid agai nst th 

Chri sten Kistane. Kistane-land at the time was the center for anti -Fasci t r i t n e mo em nt led 

by Ras Desta Dametw (commander in Chief of the Ethiopi an Imp ri al anny ~ r the s uth rn 

fi"ont). After his capture at Gogeti in Kistane-Iand Shaqa Beq Ie Weya to k the lead rship of the 

patriotic movement. 

The positive consequences of Kistane warfare with the three groups (Oromo M skan- ura 

and Mareqo) resulted in ethnic assimilation and mixture. The process fin all y gave birth to the 

contemporary Kistane community. 

Successful Oromo penetration in to Kistane-land took place in the mid 19
th 

century. When the 

Oromo chivalry crossed the Kistane trench (Wergo) in Nurenna di strict. Afler the m ment, the 

victors override the vanquished Kistane-Iand. The epoch has lasting repercus i n and is 

immortali zed in the Kistane proverbs "ayshi! seb ye Nuranna wurgo yes berm tnay lishil" m an 

"He who is ignorant does not know the day when the Nurenna wergo wa breached" (a ls ee 

Go ldenberg, 1983: 282). 
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Chapter Four 

Organizational Structure and Functions of Ye-GordellCl Sera 

4. 1. Introduction 

Until the incorporation of Kistane-land in to the larger Ethi pia mpir in th mi d I 7 s und r 

Meneli k II , the Kistane used to govern themselves under the instituti n of - ord 110 1'0 . It is 

a system of local governance that resembles what anthropologists' call ' egmenlary system' with 

elder ' s council at each level of administration as highest admini strati ve body. 

According to infonnants, the tenn Gordena has two meanings. The fi rst meani ng ascribed to it, 

though dis liked by many of my informants, is wooden ub-pillar of Kistane house. Th oth r 

meaning of the tenn refers to the people of Kistane in general. Some well -informcd informant 

reOected that the tenn Gardena is a symbolic representation of the whole Kistan people and 

shows their equal opportunity before the customary law. They further tated that the tcrm igni fy 

the whole Kistane as a wooden sub-pillars of a house which is cut equality to make it tunning 

and strong. Therefore, according to these informants, all Kistane lineages dec ide t preside over 

accord ing to the cultural nonns and codes of conduct locall y known a era. 

My fie ld research among the Kistane suggested that the Sera did not have fi x a spec ifi c period 0 r 

which its immemorial antiquity started. But a study made by Bahru (2002 :2 1) tried to reconstruct 

the hi story, and suggested 14th century as the beginning of the Sera. All my info rmants said that 

the Sera started after a conference of five Kistane agers (am estu Gordena-the five Gordena) held 

ill a place surrounded by enjera (strawbeny) tree, in a place ca ll ed hichi t, close to Acheber. At 

the conference only 5 agers out of the 22 represented to fo rmu late the customary law of the 

Kistane. The fi ve agers were Aretege, Wacho, Gerano, Amaute and Daregot (these days there is 

no age/' called Daregot, but there is a patrilineage). The incident gave birth to the Kistane 

cLlsto mary law. 

Accord ing to oral tradition before the inception of EnjelY convent ion eery Ki stane agers were 

in state of hostility with one other. Besides, the Kistane people were in 01 ed in feu d \J ith the 

ncighboring groups. Such external and internal/actors forced the people to fonn ulate a common 

front and a system of local governance. It Seems that the con ent ion besto for each ager a 5 I f-
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rul ing authority. Since that time the Kistane socI'et . . d (' , y maintaIn lor nturi e m n e 

system in the absence of the formal political instituti ons. 

Yc-Gordena system continued to ex'st fl tl ' . . . I un I 1e Incorporatl n of KI tane- Iand Int the larger 

Ethiopian domain under Menelik II. The Sera have elder's council titl e instituti ns and th r , 

institutions at various levels. Elder's councils among the Kistane are a custom ry urt wh r 

Icgal disputes are settled according to the Kistane Sera . The vari ous 1 vels of Ki stan tradi ti nal 

councils or locally known as shengo, can be largely di vided into territori al lin age and thnic 

levels . In principle pronouncements in a shengo are binding on Kistane at all level and are back d 

by powerful sanctions. Male head of a household attends usuall y counc il meeting. W men and 

dcspised caste-like occupational groups are not allowed to attend sh II 0 meeting. In add iti n t 

setting legal disputes, a council provides a forum for elders and heads of hou h Id to di cu 

cOllllll unal issues. 

4.2. Territorial Councils 

4.2.1. Sabugllllt (Village Council) 

Sabugl1llts are the smallest territorial political units of Kistane socia l world , made up f ociall y 

and geographically defined contiguous households, each of which is built on the separate land­

wo rked on by the family which occupies it. Fundamental ly, a sabuglllll is a local community. It 

comprises neighbors and people, who in everyday li fe engaged in more or less regular face-to­

face contact; and who, find it mutually convenient and advantageous to recogni ze and pr mote a 

degree of cooperation and unity. Every household within a vill age ha the ob li ga ti on to take part 

with in the institution. This makes sabugnnts the most important institution in Kistane day- to-day 

lifc. 

Su/Jugll 11 ts, with 80-100 households, are the principal locus for the people 's interaction at birth 

bereavement, marriage, harvest, house construction, farmin g, and land clearance, road and brid ge 

construction and so on. According to my informants, the main func ti on of sabugllnl is pro iding 

social and fin ancial support at times of bereavement (to be di scussed in chapter fi e) . Beside it 

wc lfare function at times of death, sabugnnts also play juro-po lit ical and ritual fun ctions . 
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S([/JUg llllts reqLllfe monthly financi al contribution (r m m mb r 

fi nancial support on the death of a member of the hous h ld 

nd pr id s them \ ith 

e rei ti e. In add iti n t 

this fin ancial support sabugnnts require member to attend fun ral and pr ide r fre hment 

during mourning up to the lih day of bereavement. Ki stane urban migrant tran ~ rm d th 

institution into urban eddirs. 

The services provided by sabugnnt are not limited to the buri al and m um ing fun ti n \J ith 

which they associated in both the rural and urban settings . abugnnts 

conflict resolution and settlement of disputes and als 

deve lopment endeavors. 

a a rdinating uni t r i al 

The institution shengo convene monthly and the meeting f sab ll nnt u uall y t k place in a 

fixed pl ace and time. The chaimlan of the sabugnnt lead sh n o me ting . Leader hip in 

SO/J lIg llllt is not hereditary. Usually leaders are elected by m mber and a urn ffi e if nl y h 

continues to meet the confidence of members and he can be r pl aced t any time he fa il t d 

The chairm an of a sabugnnt shengo also can be considered a the h ad f th vill age. li e ha the 

responsibility of collecting monthly fee of the sabugnl'lt . 

The juro-political function of sabugnnt makes the institution m t im p rtant D r my an Iys i . 

the lowest politico-territorial unit sabugnnts have provided Ki stane with jud icial eJ\lJce In 

resolving civil wrongdoings, Disputes among members of the vill age are u uall y s i d thr ugh 

sa bugn/'lt . 

Many minor contraventions, such as, taking of one's prop rty without permi sion civil sui ts 

aris ing from quarrels over boundaries, debt payment, stri king neighboring child without go d 

reasons, destruction of property by animals (afe-lama) , and fa iling to obsel e saints day etc . . . all 

hrought first to sabugnnt shengo. Juridical decisions are kept in the memories of lders and are 

app li ed in similar cases. Sabugnnt moot meetings are always been ad hoc and deci ions made at 

these courts have been serving as guiding rules in subsequent cases. The court u uall y rea he 

dec isions after long debate between the litigants and discussion of elders. ft r jud gmen t i 

handed down and restoration of peace between both parti es are 111 de the t\ 0 parti es usuall 

prov ide tella-beer, enset-bread or roasted grain to the elder and oth r parti ip nts in the 

liti ga ti on as a symbol of satisfaction . Any person \ ho is reluctant t accept th 
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moot court will be vulnerable to punishment b t' I' y sane I n 1st d r m 

tra nsgressors have the right to appeal for an agel' council (see b I 

New members, usually newly married couples, prior to joining a abll /lil t sh uld \ 

oath. These include not to be involved in theft; to be governed by the rul 

vi Il ages; to respect elders decisions; to abstain from sorcerers 

debilitated members of the village by witchcraft or magical mean 

h ar 

n lobi; all y kn 

not to be involved in false witness; not to disturb the unity of the mmuni ty' n t t b 

ineffective in reporting on purpose any wrongdoing by other m mb r . All m mb r ren w th i 

ritual oath every year during Meske! festival (to be discussed in chapt r 5) . 

4.2 .2. Ye-Ager Sltellgo (Parish Council) 

Ki stane-Iand in general, as indicated in the above chapter, i di vid d inl a nu mber [ nam d 

arcas with fixed boundaries, the residents of which comprise c rp rate I al gr up . u h an ar a 

and the group of residents are called agel', a vague word with a meaning [ ' untry' . In thi s 

account r decided to refer these local groups as 'parish' . At the time ofKi tane inc rp rati n int 

thc Ethiopian empire at the end of 19th century, there were about 22 a rs covering the wh I 

Kis tane-Iand. 

An ager boundary was formed by precisely following natural, geographica l fea tures such a 

ri vers, streams, mountains, rugged terrain and other significant guides in the identifi ca ti on [ 

cach ager as a single entity. In Kistane oral traditions, first pioneer euler formed a rs in a 

di stant past. According to the tradition, the earliest ancestors of Ki stane patri lineage (tibs) 

divided the land among themselves by burning leaf of trees and demarcate their territory by 

fo llowing the periphery the smoke reached. It is hard to accept thi s tradition si nce og I' 

boundari es have formed on natural bases. Based on the 1994 census I estimated an ag I' 

popul ation ranged between 5000-12000 people. In terms of area, lowland agers are all much 

larger than those in the highland and middle altitude area . In the latter area den ity of 

popul ation is much more than lowland areas. Traditionall y, almost no one Ki stane 0 \ ned and 

cult ivated fields outside his own agel' boundary. Even with an increase in Ki stane out migration 

to urban and rural areas of the country due to land scarcity, e do not to find a Ki tane \. h 

res ides and cultivate outside his agel'. Lan<:\ is ~eldom fo r sa le fo r lndi iduals v ho came out ide 
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of an ager territory. An ager is also an endogamous unit in \J hi h m rn g t k pia c m ng 

cxogamous patrilineal groups. 

Yet, an ager is also a land owning or land-controlling groups 1I h a grazi ng land and path ~ r 

an imals and humans (ye-Gordena moche- l(jstane allot one ou t f t el e pi r rural 

roads), forestland (deber), church lands, spots useful for publi ( th ring and cncra ll yan 

(/ger has the responsibility of controlling and administrating publi in tituti n . and hcld and 

wo rked by an autonomous family heads; and public limitati on on indi idual c ntr I arc 

exercised through patrilineal lineage groups with in an agel' . 

An ager is politically autonomous; controlling its own instituti nal ma hinery ~ r determinin 1 it 

affa irs; settling internal disputes; and dealing corporately with adjacent a r In amity, 

animos ity. Each agel' contains its own autonomous council , which cr ate and pre erv 

cohes ion. 

r 

The internal affairs of an ager and many of the disputant betwe n it individual memb r ar 

dea lt within the agel' shengo (parish council). Matters that can be dealt within an a] r h II 

cover a range. Few examples may suffice at this point: public announcem nt of in~ nnati n 

fro m ye-Gordena shengo; call for fight against extern al aggression; civil of~ nse like ad ult ry 

theft, burglary, and slander; personal injury resulted from assault and ar on ; and compensati n t 

be paid for such offenses. The ager council in general has aj u licial-political functi n. 

The members of an ager shengo are male elders of the community. The nature of the matters t 

be discussed, the people and the part of the ager involved, th frequency of meetings at the time 

and men's personal preference determine the number of men who attend a shengo meetin g. The 

shellgo meetings were formerly convened regularl y on monthl y ba es and in some area it is 

convened whenever requested and elders usually make the arrangements. It con ened either 

because the elders wish to have something di scussed, or because a member of an agel' ha 

spec ifica lly requested a meeting, through elders , to take up a personal affair of hj own. To 

cons ider matters of general interest to the ager as a whole, or to di scuses more serious disputes 

the council meet at a conventional spot in the ager, a conventiona ll central open space or \ ith in 

a compound of a church (as in my experience;in Endebuyuo agel", \J here the ag r C unci I meet in 

the parish church), usually located under a tree shades. For more 10 al ized issu spell di put 
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or a matter involving land boundaries the coul1cl'l '1 ' . , can easl y me t at ome th r sIte m r 

co nveni ently located for the matter at hand When news of I ." . S 1el/go meeting I ann un d th r 

men are likely to take the opportunity to raise matters, which hitherto they h en t rais d in 

public. 

With the incorporation of Kistane-Iand to the Ethiopian Empir , th r Ie r sh IIgo (p ri sh 

counci l) as an administrative body hardly exist with its strength a in the p t. Jt judi ial 

activ ities are not accepted as part of the official judicial system, and ubsequ nt g vemmcnt 

never attempt to enforce its decisions rather they want to erode its rol e in favor f th ~ rrna l 

government judicial institutions. 

Customaril y when an ager shengo convenes to see dispute between two people, b th parti es h v 

the right to elect judges for the final arbitration. Some elders frequently present a judge in 

disputes due to their knowledge in Kistane Sera and for their impartiality unpr judiced 

adj udicat ion and aloofness. They are known by the name senecha. en cha eld r are good at 

p·ub lic speech and litigation. Their number in lawsuit ran ged from 3-7' in most case th yare 5. 

The one who is accused may ask the jury to have additional time saying nerzezebo (let me have a 

dream on it), to discuss the matter with his lineage and close friend. Anyone who wi he t 

speak before the jury has to say atrefugnnem (save me), the people will respond to him sayin g 

laele (saved you). The sitting arrangement always takes th e form of semi circ le. rdinary 

members of the council who attend the meetings have full opportunity to take part in th 

litigat ion. After long discussion, the council will reach the verdict with consensus. 

Members of the council, though together practicing judicial functions, are not themselves 

unprejudiced arbitrators. It is accepted that they are obviously biased in support of the disputant 

who is a member of their own patrilineage. For all intents and purposes the proceedings of agel' 

shel/go are marked by an attempt of two fairly distinct parti es to reach a mutually acceptable 

agreement. Knowledgeable elders and other notables of both parti es, because of their ab ilities and 

experi ences, are expected to take the lead on behalf of their own sid e. But they are alwa s 

reserved fro m giving false witness and false verdict because people alwa s are afraid of berch 

(spiritual punishment for wrongdoing) and not t? loose lure (good sp iritual alue descended from 

ancestors) . 
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The two sets of elders and noticeable . I ' representIng t lelr re pecti lin ag , principal! the 

particular individual disputants remain dependent on the concurrence f their fe l! \ s. 'I hi s 

consensus does not follow the agreement reached between the two side but rath r it flill S 

simultaneously with the procedures to reath such agreement. (1 am c nc rne I her to 'I\C II 

general analysis of judicial procedures in a parish counci1.). An ager shell 0 i th r G re, a forulll 

in which lineage and friendship unities are practically displayed as inter-p rs nal co n!lit:t 

becomes transformed in to group conflict whilst the approach to a s ttJcment 

defaulter is subject to the pressures not only of the other disputants but al to th 

ought. !\ 

and supporters, The parson injured by a transgressor seeks the support of hi wn lin a 'e aga inst 

both the transgressor and the transgressor's lineage. Ye-ager shengo ha an ex uti ve Cluthori V 

when the wrongdoer does not obey shengo's verdict; a sanction and fin e will b imp sed n him , 

and so long as he does not pay the fine, he remains a socially outcaste and ostrac ized (disc li ssed 

under the sub-topic "sanction"). 

There are cases of common interest of the community as a wl)ole. uch malleI'S ar I' gni l'.ed as 

being superior to the interest of its component parts. For instance, there i a c nsicl rablL; arca or 
common land in each ager used for grazing and a path for access to it. These land are 1I ually 

less fertile and not suitable for cultivation. As a result of scarcity of land due to 0 er popul ati on 

living adjacent to cornman grassland and paths to it usually cut out piece of such land G r thcir 

own cultivation. 

It is not uncommon for both the plaintiff and defendant in agel' shengo to appea l aga inst the 

verdict reached by the moot to an appeal court by saying gefeche. which means' I appea l' (to be 

discussed below). 

Prior to the inclusion of Kistane-Iand in to the larger Ethiopian dom ai n, an agel' I n t nl y 

political and social unit but also an important institution as a military unit, in that e er a er had 

its own office of commander in chief under a title negus or azmach, literary, mcan ' king' , \ ith 

symbolic authority over an ager and several war leaders called abegaz. In time of" arfarc an 

ager contributes its own contingents under these leaders to the Kistane ann rgani zed by ye­

Gordena shengo. Leadership is not hereditary and it can only be obtained b merit. Thi no 

d 
. t t' ate an agel' in it relati n with the 

longer applies, although the titles persist an survive 0 ac I V 

central government to mobilize the people. 
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4.3. Kinship Organization 

Custom and kinship are most important concerns of anthropological studi es. ustom is the sour e 

of law and that to find the customs from which the law derives one must study the IUn hip 

organi zat ion of the society he wishes to study. 

The Kistane as in other Gurage groups and to the contrary of em itic language peakin 

Ethiopian's are patrilineally organized, claiming one line of descent from the male found r of lh 

li neage. A patrilineage is, therefore, determined by agnatic descent from a founder after wh m 

the lineage is named. Kistane trace their decent line to the first man who came to li ve in Ki tane­

land in a distant past. There are about 200 patri lineal lineage groups (libs). In most case Ki stanc 

clclers are able to trace their genealogical span up to ten named generations to the lineage 

fOLl nder. This shows that their genealogies are not profoundly rooted and did not effectively 

reveal beyond the first father settlers. From cases that I have investigated the genealogica l ori gin 

of the Kistane lineages in most cases people trace their origin from immigrants of early Ki stane 

sctt lers in I i h century. 

There are several patrilineal descent groups within an ager who are said to be the founders of the 

territorial unit. These groups are called locally gebbar, means ori ginal landowner. For instance in 

Endebuyuo there were 12 original gebbar patrilineages. Nevertheless, all the way through years, 

8 other lineage groups were added some time later. Some of these new groups were adapted in to 

the ager and got a hold of their own share of the land thJough peaceful ways as well as by force. 

For instance, Abo and Dula lineage groups were originated from Oromo and said to appear the 

area after the destruction of the Nurenna wergo. 

In Kistane oral traditions, there are several myths, which often told in relation to some 

patri lineage groups (tibs). In most cases the myths are believed to be the true reflections of the 

gcneral behavior of every members of a lib . In the myths some patrilineage are characterized as 

avaricious others as idiotic some others as prudent or practical. 

Fckadu (1986:34) observed three levels of Kjstane patrilineage segments; these are maximal, 

. d " 1 l' The eal'II'est founders of Kistane lineage establi h the ma imal 
major an mll1lma meages. 
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lincagc or lib, which constitute the whole agnatic descent gr up. a im I lin ag i 

the descendents of the patrilineage with a depth of some 9 to I f rib are 

ac tual men, not legendary ancestors; descendents of a lib ha e id nti fi ed th m I a ([borold 

(father's children). Beside its name and the fact that the genea logy d ending fr m the nce t r 

is known, there is little recognition of kinship among the many hundr d f m mb r 

Max imal lineage group further segmented into major lineage egment t whi h Ki tane referrc I 

JS kers (belly), which formed by the sons of the lib found er (max imal line g ). Th maj r lin ag 

is fo unded by the lineage ancestors from the immediate generation makes much m r ~ cling f 

kinship among its members. The unit includes the descents of the patrilinea l an e t r wh s 

na me it bears. 

At the lowest level of segmentation we can find ge'e (house), which form ed th minimallineag . 

Min imal lineage, in most cases is manifestation of territori al unity. It member m re fl n 

occupy contiguous land, though exceptions are observable. Land i owned and w rk d by the 

indiv idual holders; however, the right to sale the land is prohibited to out ider . Thi s makes the 

min imal lineage a corporate land-holding body and transgressor of territori al ri ghts are s en a a 

treat to the maximal lineage. Land can only be given to an outsider, ifthere is no ne t buy it in 

the minimal lineage, major lineage and maximal lineage respecti vely (to be di scu sed bel w) . At 

the lcvel of minimal linage a wealthy member is expected to provide members of hi s minim al 

lineage which ever they are in need. This custom of helping each other might extend to the major 

and max imal lineage, but this is not obligatory. 

Social interaction with in a lineage increased at the lower level of segmentation. The strength f 

in terac tion with in the segment can be clearly seen in the level of gift exchange and incidence of 

gct- together in feast. Members of the smallest segmentation , minimal lineage usuall y found 

within a sabugnnt (village). Sabugnnts as indicated above are composed of members of some of 

such agnatic groups, but guided and dominated by elders of the vi lIage. 



F IGU RE 2- TH E SOCIAL UNITS OF TH E KIST ANE LI EAGE A EXAMPL W ETET PAT RIL I 
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4.3.1. Patrilineal Lineage Group Council (Ye-Abotold Sltellgo) 

Ye-ab% /d shengo (patrilineal group council) has very important ro le to play wi th in the Kistane 

tradi tional local governance. The shengo is the only ye-Gordena era structure e ·tabli 'hed n the 

bases of kinship ties. Its meetings usually convened in a peri odic manner monthly at different 

places in ro tation. A shengo meeting requires food for participants. During the shengo meeting 

the host has the responsibility of providing food fo r its guests. So that trus can reduce the 

burclen of providing hospitability with food (local beer-leila, ensel bread, roasted grain) for 

shengo participants. Meetings are usually arranged in rotation to share the burden by all its 

members. 

The usual cases, which brought in ye-abolOld shengo meeting, ar ' elling of land to other 

p~1t r i l i n eagc member, family issues and some other i sue, v hich req uire the so li dar it r the 

whole lineage. For example, when there is a nee~ to exact comp n ali on ~ r an ther li n age r t 

coll ect contribution to compensate another l'ineage fo r damage inflicted on it b th ir m mb r . 
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d ath The most important case requiring patrilineage action is the a 

caused by the action of a person belonging to a tl '1' no 1 r patn In he m 

ne it mem r 

the t 

patri linea l lineage groups involved cannot meet each tl . t' l . o 1 I un I mpen all n (g U/Il SC urcd 

and the ritual of reconciliation (guda) has taken place (to be di s us db . Patrilinea l lineage 

groups are also expected to intervene and mediate when two oth r lineag gr up fi ght \ ith h 

other. 

The strength of a patrilineal lineage group in the poli tical ar na the iety i d termined 

according to their member's number. Though in most ca es the g n al gi al d pth f Ki tan 

lineages are more or less evenly distributed, some lineag s mU lti ply 111 r rapid ly than ther anc! 

some lose many of their members through war, disease, anc! f; mine. Thi led t the li ne en 

development of patrilineages over time, which led to an array of lInequal balan f p wer. The 

disproportionate power relationship between patrilineal gro up ha great p liti al ignifi an e in 

Kistane society. The strong, those who have so many member ha SLI p ri r p li tic I statu than 

the weaker, or the small groups. Therefore, Ki stane lineages always nc LIra e th ir 111 I11ber t 

perpetuate more. 

In princ ipl e each patrilineal groups or gebbars of the ager own the wh Ie Ki tane- Iand . ry 

member of the lineage has the right to work on the land that he inh rited fr m hi ance t rs but 

clo not have the ri ght to sale the land without the consent of hi own li neage. 

A Kistane usually refers his patrilineal group members as abolOld (fathers de cent) and 10 ked t 

each other as brothers and sisters, where as, he refer to hi s mother's lin age a emayo (uncle) . 

When an injury is inflicted against one' s abotold member on his li fe, property or in terest, it 

considered as an attack on the whole lineage. Therefore, it is the responsibi li ty of the member and 

the whole lineage to initiate action against the rival to obtain resti tut ion compensation or e en 

revenge. So that, minor offense against an individual someti mes might lad to clash bet\! een t 0 

pa lr ilineages and it may invite some other lineage groups v hi ch fina ll y ma end up y ci il 

di sorder and open warfare. The involvement in clash of other patri lineages v ill happ n through 

marri age relation with the disputant parties. Therefore to a oid uch un\ a.nt ed cIa hes 

aholold sli clIgo usually caution membcrs to . avo id transgrcss i n f la\ sand \ r 11 ,doin g . 

Informants told me that in the past, notorious transgressor \. re usceptible for capital 
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punishment by their own patrilineage The sent f d I . ence 0 eat 1 by - 0 % ld II IIgo n it m m cr 

execute by apprehending the man and dropping h' . t d 1m 111 0 e p can n. 

4.4. Kistane Level Organization 

4.4. 1. Ye-Gordella Shellgo 

From the above analysis on the ye-ager shellgo, one might c n Iud that an a r i the hi ghe t 

territorial organization among the Kistane. But, an agel' is linked wi th th r similar t rrit rial 

units at Kistane level organization called ye-Gordena shengo. It i the gen ral a mbly f all 

Kistane male elders. The shengo meetings were convened in the pa t during xt rna l attack by 

other ethnic groups and to revise the Sera rulings or to promulgat n w ne. M cting f the 

shellgo convened vary occasionally with interval of so many y ar , metim 

decade. 

Ye-Gol'dena shengo meetings convened whenever req uired and u uall y kn wn elders f ach 

constituting agers made the arrangements. The assembly met at conventional p t in ne f the 

agers. As indicated in the introductory part of this chapter the fir t meeting f 

shellgo was held in Chiehit in a place surrounded by Enjery (strawb rry) . Y -Ellj ty 

which is romanticized to this days, by most Kistane elders with nostalgia. It is refi rred t by m st 

of them as ye-Enjery Sera. The elders in their day- to-day event of bles ing imm rta li ze the era 

by saying "ye-Enjery Sera yehunkem" (be like ye-Ety'ery Sera) . The r man ti cism in elder s 

memory is therefore the reflection and importance of the tirst conference in promu lgati ng the 

Kis tane customary law and its long existence. Since the time of Enjery, the sh ngo convened fi r 

several times to amend the customary law or to rati fy new ones. Besides shengo meetings were 

convened to establish common front against external aggression li ke the long and devastating 

wars with the Oromo, Mareqo and Meskan. In most of these wars, the Kistane united to maintain 

Kistane so lidarity, but in one event the shengo fails to bring unity among the Kistane. 

In the mid 19th century the shengo faced in its history the 1110St difficu lt time, in \. hi ch the 

organi zation unsuccessfully tried to unite the whole Kistane agel's to form ulate a common [r nt 

aga inst an Oromo attack. According to the story, a man from the lineage of Daregot, 

the time king of the whole Kistane, ask unusu.al blood-price (gu /Ilo) fr0111 an Or01110 clan called 

Dul a in North West of Kistane-land , for .all e'ged murder of a s n from hi \ n lineage. - he 
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blood-price was not the customary payment of 100 cattle for h micid 

role in Ye-Gardena shengo and military superiority over the ma ll r m 

the clan 5 extra ordinary guma. 

1. "Ye-chiffa wedere" - a rope made of chiffa 

us f hi 

tfull y k d 

2. "Ye-natran waga" - wooden vaults made of na/ran (a mall plant with p w r ul 

aroma) 

3. "Ye-kechemo chibon " - pillar (poll) made of kechel11 0 (a kind f gras ) 

4. "Sewat mule kunecha" - basketful of fl eas 

5. "Kit anget yalen Jerez - two headed horse. 

Shocked by the extra ordinary tenus of Dare got, Ariyo the leader of th ul a clan, retUI11 d h mc 

in despair. But his wife advises him to foml alliance (mogessa) wi th other r m clan to fi ght 

against Daregot. With this, the brief amity between the two groups turn t animo ity and 

intensive warfare. When the pressure on Daregot increased, they ught help fr m til e re t f the 

Kistane through the organization of Ye-Gordena shengo. But their all mpt fai l d in pr t t t 

their violation of the customary law. The only person who cam t the ide f Dar g t wa a 

famo us Kistane warrior, Denne Adebay from Wegeram ager. 

The sto ry goes on saying that, Denne had supernaturally potent spear made of thunder. ut, in the 

midd le of warfare the spear proved to be inefficient and was taken by the opposite ide. Arter 

lose of the spear, the Kistarie side retreated saying "Kelem tezeber III torim /urilll y -Ariyo ge 

gebaw," (let us withdrew we lost both the lure and the spear). This signifie the defeat f Ki stane 

side in both warfare and spiritual arena. The defeat signaled the fin al di straction of the urenna 

barricade (wergo) by the Oromo chivalry and the invasion of the whole Kistane- land, with the 

ex ception of Wegeram, by the victors. 

Daregot patrilineage was the first to suffer from the distraction of Oromo incursion and forced to 

disperse all over Kistane-Iand. The patrilineage lost their positi on in ye-Gordena II ngo and their 

tit le of negus (king) . After the Daregot and even befo re them there is no singl Ki stane 

patrilineage that has the title and the office of kingship over the whole Kistane. 
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4.4.2. GejecJle -An Appeal Court 

A gefeche court is an appeal court. It is organized ex temall y fr m th ag r unci\. 

r ut f nes courts are impromptu committee organized for specific case in th r a 

For example by petitioning an appeal to the neighboring agers 

Eshegedeye cases from Endebuyuo would be seen. 

u h a K het 

nag r. 

urenna r 

When the aggrieved litigant made an appeal to an ad ho gefi II court, h argue that the 

decision of the ager court against which he is appealing is wrong in interpreting th Ki t n 

customary law and must not be allowed to stand. In this regard the applicant and hi supp rt r 

must clearly state the reality why the ager court went wrong and what th y h uld a ard ed by 

the gefeche court. 

The aggri eved party who brought the case to a gefeche court ha the ri ght t ch se 

Uudges) for the ad hoc Supreme Court. Out of the previous judges wh hear the liti ga ti n in the 

ager shengo one present in front of the court to present how the perviou curt r a hed th 

verdict and explain the procedures. The man who selected by the arc uti t pr sent the 

procedure and verdict of the ager shengo first have to give hi s testim ny on oath . His tes tim ny 

is the base of the appeal court to reach the final verdict. The importance of geJe he court is nl y 

to cross examine weather the ager court decision is based on the ri ght interpretati on of ye-

Gardena Sera or not. 

4.4.3 . Wemallo IGutaclle Sera 

lVenlCl ll a (gutache) Sera is the highest Kistane court in relati on to blood feuds, homi cide, and 

bodily injury or damage. Judges of the Sera are known in the whole Kistane-Iand by their skill 

and knowledge in interpreting the Kistane customary law. They are known by their abso lute 

aloofness and impartiality. The judges hold hereditary and pemlanent office which is exclusi ely 

left for the five major lineages of the patrilineage of Genze-Adem in urenna ager. 

Elders of the patrilineage are known for their spiritual skill to see pas t misdeeds of one s descent 

which is believed to cause harm on his descendent. If a man is affected ith persistent 

misfortune, if he becomes poor and plagued in debts, if a member of hi s family i perpetual I ill 

or ifhe gives birth to a child with disability, t~en he wi ll go to welllallO elders to a k their ad Ice 

d
't b d" C C r sucl1 nl1'scortun'e and sicknesses may lie in earlier generations nd 

an 1 sene lctlOn. auses 10 11 
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lose of lur (see below). One can loose tur if he benefit from I the th r' ifh kill r Injure 

human being or animal and fails to compensate; or if one commit In u lint rc ur e 

with a member of his own kin. The sin can only seen by wemGllo/gutG hIder and they can t II 

the way out (weg) which can carry out the desired bened iction. 

Among the Kistane homicide is the most serious violat ion of law. If ne kill s an th r pers n 

accidentally or deliberately, the killer has to fl ee to the remote reas ut [Kist ne- l nd . 

Informants told me that, the murderer had to go 'crossing seven river '; if he fai ls t do s 'b l d 

at his hand will not clotted'. Moreover, the murderer's property has to be con Ci cated and hi 

family had to be disbanded. His wife would return to her family, th ir children w uld be sen t t 

close kin's of the murderer. The slayer would accompany by hi broth rand eld r tart 

negotiation with the victim's lineage to have restitution and to pay c mpen at i n it w uld take 

several years (more than seven years). 

Peace negotiation has its own procedures. It began with the begging of the elders of the murderer 

patrili neage accompanied by priests and deacons [rom the parish church. irl and b ys also take 

part in the ritual carrying plough on their solder. The begging ritual ceremony is a sign of shame 

fo r the misdeeds of the murderer side. The practice would carry out for several day in the 

victim's village until the latter side accepts the offer of peace. 

All my informants state that, the patrilineage of the person who is kill d is responsible [or taki ng 

appropri ate restitution action, and that the killer's lineage is corporately li ab le fo r hi s misdeed . 

Murder requires the killer's patrilineage to pay guma (blood-price) for the victim's side. 

Cuma is paid partly by contribution from all members of the patri lineage of the kill er and pat1y 

by the killer himself. Part of it would go to the victims close relatives and remaining part wou ld 

consume by both parties in the ritual of reconciliation (guda) . 

The level of guma payment varies in accordance with the type of murder. Among the Kistane 

there are two levels of murder. These are gefetegne (deliberate) and sache (accident). It is 

commonl y said that in the past 100 gobeze (cattle) were payable for deliberate homicide and 

proportionally half for accidental murder. 
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But, with the introduction of money, Kistane payment of blood-pri ce arri 

deliberate and accidental homicide respectively, The final arbitrati on and d 
nd 7 00 r 

f 

payment would revoke in front of the wemano Igutache judges , They ha the right t r duce the 

level of compensation by saying for the earth, for the Gardella, ft r the ky or the m th r f 

human being and so on, After the final decision made, the ritual of re n ili ation uld ft II w, 

GI/da, ritual of reconciliation, among the Kistane is performed by both the cont tant pa rti e , 

which symbolized end of enmity and opening of new event offri end hi p, The ritual i p rft rm d 

by sacrifice ofa black goat and the murderer and the close relati ve ofth d ea ed per n wou ld 

be tied together by the intestine of the goat and swear a ritual oath to ffi cia ll y d lare 

resumpti on of normal relationship between them, An elder fr m th lin age f M lIilllo usuall y 

assigned as a judge of the ritual. The Fuga will consume the meat. ucla i al perft rmed du ring 

peace negotiation between the Kistane and their neighborhood group , Jt i al 0 meti m 

perfomled to signify a life long friendship between two individuals, 

Instead of punishing a murderer by death, as indicated above, the Kistane adopted a (ine in 

wealth, such as cattle and nowaday's money payment, up on the mu rderer and hi agnati c ki n t 

be paid to the victim's surviving patrilineal sibling, Unlike the modern law, thi helped the 

soc iety to reduce hostility in the future, The ritual of reconcili ation (guda) furth er enhances the 

soc ial order. This ritual is also found among other Gurage groups and among the Or mo and 

Mareqo with slight differences, 

4.5. Titles 

In Kistane-Iand there is some titles obtained individuall y and corporately, These titles are 

acq uired through electoral bases and by hereditary means, 

Among the Kistane there are three titles, which are given to indi viduals through election, These 

h b d The Kistane community gave all the three titles to an outstand ing are azmac , a egaz an negus. 

I't Th t'tl e gl'ven to members for their achi evements in publi c affa irs and persona 1 y, e 1 es wer 

TI I aml'ned alld elected by elders and other notab les in accordance \.var fa re, lese peop e were ex 
, ' t' f these titles the recip ient \ oul d pro ide hi wi th the requirements. Dunng nomma 1011 0 , ' 

, fi t Th t'tles were p'resti gious not onl y fo r the indi idual holder but countryman an extenSIve eas. e 1 
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also for his kinsmen. Therefore, the tasks of preparing th ish ~ a t 

ind ividual's patrilineage too. The role of these titles and th n minati n ~ t in 

resembles the Melanesian Big Men and the Garno fla/aka. 

m regard 

The title and office of abegaz (commander) were in the past given to an indi idual kn n for hi 

courage in warfare. To have the title one should register more than 10 dead enemy soldi r . [n a 

parish usually there were more than two people holding the titl e. Wh n on a sume su h titl he 

has to provide the community with lavish feast slaughtering more than 50 cattl . 

The title of azmach (commander in chief) was rare than the title of ab gaz. In a pari h at a time 

there would be one person assuming the office. Informants from Wegeram told me that in the 

past the title was given for an outstanding individual out of those people wh h ld th titl e f 

abegaz to lead the parish in times of crisis for four years. To hold the titl e military kill is n t th 

only requirement but also good knowledge in Kistane Sera. Nomi nati n rite c t m r than I 

cattle. The burden of preparing lavish feast at this time too ne ds the contributi n f th 

patri lineage. After the end of office of 4 years the holder continues t be call ed as azma h until 

hi s death . Some times azmach referred as ye-ager abi (father of the pari sh) . 

Currently in Kistane-land there are several people holding titl es of abegaz, and aUlla h with ut 

the consent of the parish council. Informants told me that, youngsters just because of their 

accumulated wealth and capacity to provide a lavish feast nom inate such people. They further 

noted that, this uncustomary practice reduced the value of those titl es and the titles seldom ex ist 

as they were in the nostalgic past. 

The second variety of title society among the Kistane is corporately owned and transmitted 

hereditary for a single patrilineage. This variety of title institution includes titles of gayla (lord) 

and simbila (regent). In every Kistane ager (parish) there are patri lineal groups who owned the 

titl e and privilege of these offices. 

The origin of the two titles as narrated by my informants some how has an interesting tory. s 

. . 1 d th tOlnary law (Sera) in EnJ'ery to go em them in 
preVIOusly noted, the Klstane formu ate e c.us 

I ( 1 t
· of Gardena) and there is no indiv idual or corporate group ho lding 

equa manner t 1e very no IOn 
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more than equal status. But, members of ye-Gordena shengo at th ti m It th n d I h 

pcrson or a group to distribute land to them; to administer publi pr perti e u h a hur he , 

Gardena Moche (road), sacred forest, public gathering spots; and t gi e th fin al ble ing r 

cu rsing in public issues. This needs arouse suspicion and competition among the parti cip nts. T 

protect the vary principle of the notion of Gordena and to avoid autocracy they decid d to bri ng 

people from the neighboring areas for the above mentioned needs and appointed a Ki tane reg nt 

to patronize the alien comers in every parish. 

Today in Kistane-Iand every ager has got a patrilineage holding thc title f go (I I rd) and 

regent holding the title of simbita. With the exception of Wegeram, in every Ki stane a r th re i 

an Oromo lineage with the title of goyta. For instance in Ar tege a patrilin age ca ll d Hunge in 

Wacho-Wacchico, in Nurenna - Genze-Adem, holds the titl e of goylQ and all aid t be 

originated from the Oromo before 8 generations age. In the pari sh f Weg ram oylO ca ll ed 

Dengez came from Welene-Gurage. The people in the course of I ng years of interac li n and 

ass imilation with the local people these days claim Kistane-ness mol' than any ingl lineage in 

Kistane-land. For instance, a certain fltawrari called Jbbido, [rol11 the patrilineage f enzc­

Adem, while visiting Addis Ababa in the early 1930s, looks a calt dragged by hor e and fantas iz 

a much harsher fate for the horse by recalling the destruction of the wergo (barri cade) of hi s ag r 

(Nurenna) by the Oromo chivalry. 

The Sera of goyta and simbita still have important role in administrating agel' lands and in 

occasions of blessing and cursing. People usually offer a symboli c respect for the elder membcr 

of the two patrilineages. Most Kistane believe that the blessing and cursing of the two are stro ng 

enough to be reality. 

In Aretege area, there is an oral tradition, which can exempli fy the abo e analysis. The pari sh 

t H 
'on a t1'me went as a guest in one of the sabugnnls of Aretege. People from 

goy a, unge, one s up 

d
"rr '1" f'l' h1'm m1' lk and honey but a man frol11 the lineage X ga e him koffo 
I "(erent patn meages 0 ler ' 

( d 
" ) h" h' Sl'gn of dl'sregard As a response to the offer Hunge cursed the 

roaste gram, w 1C IS a . 
'1' ." h kolle khunm" (be like this kollo). Infomlants told me that the man 

patn meage saymg ze om ! 

d h
" ddt te slowly havil1g only a child or t'V 0 due to the cur e and this made 

an IS ece ents perpe ua 
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them the smallest and the weakest Aretege patrilineage. 

Although, elders from the patrilineages of goyta and sill/bila nJ ert In pn i leg u h a 

gett ing first chance to have a portion ofland during ne, land all tm nt t 

others, respect in shengo areas, to have the privilege of giving th fin I bl ing in rem nic 

such as ye sat may (meskel feast) and in marriage rite etc .... In ordinary matt r h e cr lh 

have no privilege and enjoy equal status with the other memb rs fthe mmunity. 

We can seldom find the title of negus (used in most part of n rth .. thi pl an a a titl e I' fer t the 

head of the state or the king) among the Kistane. Paramount nd 

bravest man in war field assume the title on elective ba e in th pa I t lead the Ki tane 

accord ing to the Sera. With the exception of Daregot, my elder in~ rmant ar unab le t me 

elaborate information on the title. 

4.6. Infractions, Sanctions and Execution of Order 

Under ye-Kistane Sera, transgressions such as damage of one' pr perty theft and defamati n 

are treated as private injuries. The injured party must be compensat d ~ r hi injur d ~ eling and 

for the violation of his right. Failure to compensate could incur sancti n. in the rem t pa t, ~ r 

more serious crimes such as repeated murderers and common theft a indicated ab e in the 

Kistane especially the patrillneage council, adopted capital puni hment. fo r damage infl at d 

against one's own life or setting fire on one 's own house, compensati on w uld b the 

responsibility of the transgressor and of his patrilineage. 

4.6.1. Ritual Oath of Innocence 

When one suffers for instance from burglary or theft and accused another in su picion he \J oul d 

present his petition to one of the above-mentioned council courts. Before he began t start hi s 

case he would take an oath before the court. If the plaintirrs claim accepted at once by the 

defendant he would be liable for compensation. If the defendant contested the claim against him , 
the plaintiff would ask for the ritual oath of innocence to satisfy him . t this time the d fendant i 

liab le to swear an oath of innocence. He has ta present fi e persons" ho \J ou ld be hi relati s or 

neighborhood to testify his good behavior and innocenc . I r the p pi r rain ( 
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ri lua l oath because of suspicion and lack of contidellce 
n th d end nt h \ uld b puni h 

according to the rulings of the Sera. 

To satisfy the court each one of the five witnesses has to testi fy the d ~ nd nt 

of them fails to testify, the defendant is liable to be gui lty ofaccu al i n. 
Inn 

The ritual oath of innocence like in the western Gurag , a tudied by ha k ( I : 4 , am ng the 

Kistane usually swear by the request of the plaintiff to utter, which an bring n a man and hi 

decedents berche (supper natural punishment). Therefore, in m I a e witne 

not to give false witness. 
arc auti u 

Taking the ritual oath in order to clean oneself from suspicion mad it metime unne cary t 

require verification in respect to a fact to be supplied, becau e th purp e f ath taki ng i t 

trans fer to a supernatural power. Taking the oath would be app li ed at ry tage f the a e an I 

the satisfaction it provide would give the opposing party a rea n ~ r pr v nting the ne d I bar 

all the events or to provide reliable evidence. 

4.6.2. Sanctions 

Sanctions were used to ensure the ruling of the Sera. People rarely refuse the ra ru ling with ut 

good reason. However, people who failed to accept the decisions of a hengo are li able to a rang 

of sanctions. The sanctions are yeka, zebo ostracism and cursin g. These anclion are [un ti nal 

on infractions according to the severity of the offence. 

Ycka - in Kistane tradition, when a guilty party to a di spute refuses to accept a hellgo deci ion 

the institut ion of yeka is used to resolve the problem. People would isit the transgressor and stay 

until the person accepts the judgment of the shengo. If the person gi es up, he makes a symboli 

offering by slaughtering an animal and feeding his 'guests ' . But, if he continues 10 refu e I 

accep t the decision the number of peop le who would come a ague t to rec i e h pitab ility 

wou ld increase in geometrically progressing manner. Being isi ted b eka in 01 e ocial 

stigma and a great deal of expense, as the individual must pro ide hospilalit for hi isitors. If 

he refuses offering yeka, he would be cursed, and then ostraci zed. Th matter i e calat d up to 

the ager shengo. 
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According to informants, the sanction is used rarely and \ h n it i u d it i unu u I r i I I 

escalate beyond a visit of two elders which serve . s as warning f a m r 
the matter rise up further. 

Zebo - is a practice of removing an item, such as agricultur I t h u eh Id ulen il r alll 

fro m a person's house to remind him to meet his obligation . 

remind people to pay sabugnnt contribution, to participate in 

transgressions or the person is not willing to offer yeka . Thi 

decision has been made by a shengo at each level and regulated by y -

Ostracism- is the final sanction. When invoked it becomc imp 

fu nction socially or economically. This involves the household bein 

in the community's social life and, therefore, unable to receiv any fI I'm f 

such as agricultural labor or protection of cattle and exclusion fr m all rural 

it h d t 

rk , fi nc r m in r 

nl y u cd n c a 

1'(1. 

tan 

ial affair . ue t 

its harshness, this sanction occurs very rarely, as normally the treat f tra I m I uffi ient t 

ensu re compliance. For the Kistane ostracism is a symbol of cur . 

Cursing is linked to ostracism and is consjdered as the ultimate sancti n. The tr at f ur ing i a 

majo r element in ostracism. A curse would also affect the patrilineage f the per on; th e trea t fit 

encourages them to put pressure on the transgressor. As a sign f 0 traci m and cur e the 

ho mestead of the malefactor would fence with thorny materi al. Once a pers n i trac ized and 

cursed, he would practically alienate from his countrymen and kinsmen. People' bedience t 

the rulings of the Sera are thus, underpinned by a range ofpower[ul sanctions. 

4.6 .3. Execution of the Sera Ruling 

The Ki stane use no coercive force to enforce the rulings of the era. Ho e er the general fear of 

yeka, zebo, ostracism and cursing against contravention of the la\ stands in the po iti n of an 

enforcing authority. As previously noted, a guilty party is not the on l responsible part for the 

infringement of the law he breaks but his patrilineage too ha e liab ili t to pa damage r 

if th i homicide. If the 
compensation for the misdemeanor. This is particul arly tru 

offender does not want to compensate for the ipfracti on in a cordan 

to the plaintiff, the offender and even his relatives are ulnerab l f 
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the notions of berche and ture play va . (ry Important rol to 

mentioned reasons enhance the executio f d 
n 0 or er and for th f~ nd r t 

acceptance ruling of ye-Kistane Sera. 
mp I 

4.7. The Notion of Justice 

Generall y the Kistane are Christens. They respect and follow th hri t n \ i d m and d tri n 
Their principal morality is derived from their belief in the hri ti an d. The p tri ll y 

fo llow the judo-Christian doctrine and the 10 commandment . Th ruling f th ai th an bc 

seen in the people day-to-day activity The prevalence of . d . . exogamy an Inc t pr hi iIi n; hild 

circumcis ion on the i h 
day for male and on the 14th birthday ~ r Ih femalc· m n ga my a a 

general rule etc are examples of such tradition. 

Bu t the Kistane basic principles and wisdom of the Sera also d riv d fr 111 prc- hri tian n ti n 

and be li efs. For the Kistane these notions serve as the custodian f ju ti and .~ r th e ru li ng 

the Sera. 

Writing on the Kistane notion of justice, I should have to refer to the general und ~ r tanding f th e 

Gurage towards the very principle of justice. According to hack (196 : 22 [r m hi tudy on 

the Western Gurage, justice is noted as "the quality of being mora ll y ju t r ri ghtc us r 

ex hib itingjust conduct in dealing with others". He further reflected on the n lion a : 

Justice in Gurage thought embraces such evaluative words as fainl ss, integrity, 
rectitude, equality, and the like. These words connote Gurage cardinal virtue or 
values associated with the maintenance of rights, duties alld obligations betw 11 

illdividuals and groups related by ties of kinship and dallship, or 1I0t. Ju I i as 
fairness . .. serves as a moral referent of ought behavior, tlie ideal slall dard 
fact and believed in, not so much is behavior, that is, the discr pallc ill observ d 
social conduct between ideal and reality in evely day sit.uation of social 

interaction (Shack, 1968: 229). 

Prom my fie ld experience as participant observer among the Kistane the abo e optimistic 

generali zation, though deteriorating due to long years of contact \ ith th urban center al fits to 

the Kistane understating of justice. Kistane us~ the term IiLl7 to denot ju tice. An one \ ho 

sutl ers from injury considered as losing justice ca ll ed huqetegll and hould b comp n at and 
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rcceives his huq or justice. According to my inform nl I lL,? r j u ti i m int ai n d the 

presence of the sprites of Tur and Berche. The two sprils ex i I d in P lar PI iti n. he prit 

of Tu r always manifested in good value. One can maintain the prite 

ancestor's good deeds and would live with prosperity. Bles ing ith 

good harvest etc ... are important features of the exist nce of th 

ter and one who failed to have the above blessings and healed by 

misfortunate is considered as the absence of Tur. For the Ki tan Ii ing 

as living with the sprite of Berche. Living with Berch is c n id th r ult taking n e 

Illlq (justice). Injustice should compensate; huqelegne should ati [yo Th 

liberation from the sprite of Berche. The manifestation of th tw pp ite pritc, th r ft re, 

enforced the Kistane Sera and its rulings, the in frac tion f whi h uld au up rnatural 

calamity. 
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Chapter Five 

The Role of Ye-Gordena Sera in ocial 

Economic Life of the People 

5.1 . Family and Marriage 

5.1.1. Family 

ultural and 

Fami ly is a micro-society, which expands to make a larger so iety and i ultimately thc n In f 

nation (Makec, 1988:54). The Kistane family is a nucleu typc wh i h f a man hi wi fc 

and child or children. Accordingly a childless marri age i n t c n ider d a a tru fami ly. 

Property is transmitted from father to son, if a man dies, hi wid w may h Id the land and th cr 

immoveable property in lieu of her sones) and or daughter, r he w uld marry by th ru l f 

lev irate marriage to one of the relatives of the deceased husband t manag the pr perty. If h 

wants to marry out of the patrilineage of her prev ious husband sh w ul d I e th land and th r 

major properties without any compensation. 

The respect and authority pattern within the family are strongest between child and hi parent 

espec iall y the father. The mother is in a position to take the place f father in the cas f thc 

latter' s death, but if she prefers to remarry by the rul e of lev irate pI' visi n i mad for her 

second husband to stand as father to the children from her iirst l11 arri ag . The auth rity and 

respect pattern among the children follows junior to senior. 

Chi ldren always show respect to their parents and should recei e their blessing throughout their 

Ii fe. Bless ing among the Kistane is considered as an asset fo r one 's success. Therefore to get 

the ir parents blessing, children usually support their fa ther and mother while the \ ere und r 

their guardi anship by following the herd and tilling the land t th ir father and b pr iding 

add itional income for their mother. Daughters usuall y help their moth r in fetching" at r 

coll ecting wood for fuel and helping in domestic work. Children' assistan e to their par nts 

would continue even after marriage. This. relat ionship v ould c ntinue str ngl if the parent 

became aged or sick. Children's assistance to their parents \ ou ld b up rvised and e alu te b 
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lhc close relatives and neighboring famili es. Failing t ha p r nl Ie ing \ ill ur mg 

and ostrac ism at the time of bereavement of one 0 f the par nl v ill diu 

As in most patrilineal society, Kistane prefer male childr n than ~ mal . 

as an add itional asset for the strength of the family and Ct I' the pa Lrili ncage a a \J ing t 

such reasons male children enjoy some privilege in the hou th y ha e th 

right of property inheritance and share ofa portion of land t Labli h th ir \I n rami l . ntrary 

to these, female children have minimum privilege in the famil y b au e the w uld be n ember 

of another lineage by marriage affinity. They have no ri ght to own any f, rm r pr perty rr m 

the ir natal family except their personal property. 

Kistane call father aba and their mother ayo or daco. A son ca ll as 0 Ii and a daughter ca ll as 

g irid. Chi Idren call each other as zemi or zemilo for junior and ni r br ther and lil r lito f, r 

j unior and senior sisters respectively. The Kistane kinship syst ms in g n ral j; II w the bifur at 

co ll ateral type; father's brother and mother's brother are di ffer nti ated fr m each th r by th 

te rm anssabi and emayo respectively. Likewise mother' si ter and falh r's are 

differenti ated from each other by the terms endoto and etabuy re p li vely. randparents ar 

known by the term meteye. 

Kistane wife address her husband and her in-laws in a polite fonn using the term deli III. Bes id , 

she will never call her husband and in-laws by their names. ommonl y a Ki stane wif, whi le 

address ing her husband and in-laws never use the impersonal jussive of any verb n he-singul ar 

fo rm for the verb 'come', rather she would say 'yell'lto ' means ' let one come' . 

5.1.2. Marriage 

The institution of marriage is ubiquitous for all humankind. The th eo ry that marri age \i as an 

advanced form of a union between man and women and that in primiti e societi es pr miscu it 

prevailed has been disproved by anthropo logical writings (Ayi i, 1972:7). es tm ark \ s the fir t 

to state that marriage was part of human culture. Marriage in Ki stane is the mean b \J hi ch a 

d together to form a union for the pu rpose of procreation . marri ge is man an women came ; 

basically intended for this purpose and therefore a ch i Idl es malTi ge ea es t be me !ling ul. 
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M arri ages, for the people under the study, to be leg I cert In u I mar 

fu lfilled. 

In Kistane social life marriage Sera has a central pl ac . Du t th rul 

regulate the choice of a wife, a Kistane boy prohibited to marry a girl r hi 

of hi s matrilineage. If one breaks this rule of exogamy he ul d be li able 

ostrac islll. The first ethnographer of the Kistane, Fekadu ( I :24) tId th 

reg my \J hich 

n patrilin ge and 

u ha 

at". B ne and 

Kistane not only prohibited marriage with in lineage but also xual r lati n . It n idered a a 

serious offense to the Kistane Sera. Sexual intercourse b tween tw kin wheth r di tant 

cons ider incestuous and it might cause harm not only t th individua l but al t de endant 

and if this happen it needs ritual of puri fication, which as incli at cl ab , treat cl uncl er HI 11/ 111 

Ig lllache elders. The rules of incest prohibition commancl pe pIe t marry ut ide their kin 

groups. 

For the above-mentioned reasons, the boy's parents spend much time in electing a girl ~ r th ir 

son. Spouse selection also incorporates certain criteri on such a , the purity [the partner. F r 

Kis tane purity refers to the absence of genealogical link t cl e pi sed ca te-li ke ccupati nal 

groups li ke the Fuga, Ejama and Wokach. Without genealogical pro f Kistane by n mean 

marries an alien. Besides, the feminine quality of the girl , politeness truthfulness, attracti venes 

and beauty are some other requirements. Kistane also in ves ti gates the girl 's fami ly background 

whether there is barren sister or any other female relative who is unab le to bear child . They 

believe this would help them to know the girl's reproductive ab ility. 

In the past, the task of mate selection was entirely business of the parents and their patrilineage. 

But, currently this trend is changing. At the present, a Ki stane bo s Iclolll marries to a girl he has 

!lot seen or meets at least on events of ceremonies like adabell a. , 

A fler the task of mate selection, the first form al task of the b par nt \N uld king the 
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parents of the girl for their compliance to e t bl ' h ' s a IS marnag relati n, h uit \ uld t 11 

sending tlu'ee elder representatives as go betw t I I - een o t 1e 10m t ad the girl' p r nl, t thi s 

level, the elders would never enter in to the homest ad, Aft r di s u ith th gir l fath r 

abo ut the matter they would return back al'ral1g' , Ing an app Intm nl ~ r n ther tim , In the 

meantime, the girl's father informs his kinsmen and the girl ' m ther nd r th r nd I r 

their approval and would critically examine the boy's family ba kgr und g ne I gi al pr f 

purity, his wealth status and expected amount of land share and th lik , If they ati fy with the 

suit, at the second meeting they would arrange another app intm nt ~ r the Ider with ut tili ng 

their preliminary approval. If they were not willing to give th ir da ught r th y w uld withh Id 

further negotiation immediately. 

The third meeting of the elders with the father of the girl i kn wn a lI1i II . At the meeting the 

girl's family would provide the elders with a feast of roa ted grain I ca l liqu r, and /I I br ad 

and cheese with butter (locally known as bocore). For the fir t ti m b th fath r w uld dis u 

face to face at the homestead of the girl 's father about the matt r. Mi LI C I' m ny w uld end up 

by fixi ng cheg (betrothal) ceremony day. 

At the day of cheg, there would be a modest feast in the girl ' parent hou prepared ~ r th 

betrothal ceremony, The feast signifies the approval of the girl' party D r the marriage alliance. 

The number of elders at the level increases from both side. There w uld be ne engagement 

negoti ator to lead the ceremony of the cheg Sera. The groom father at the day wou ld brings gift 

like blanket made of animal skin (kurbet) to the girl and money ranged from 200-to 500 birr ~ r 

her parents to be used for the preparation of feast for the tinal rite-de-passage. At the moment 

both parti es would negotiate the level of bride wealth payment. The payment would take pIa e at 

the day of the final wedding ceremony in kind for the girl and money for her close relati es . 

the ceremony they swear oath of alliance in the name of the negotiator person and \i ou ld arrange 

a date to fix the final day of wedding feast, the ceremony wou ld end up by the usual blessing of 

the goyta, 

A fter the clay of cheg, the girl would know ~er statu and t "h m h 

begin to foll ow strictly the rule of avo idance'. By thi s ru le sh ha I 
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fia nce. If this happen she should run away before he c teh 

entitled to bit her. The rule of avoidance also k C b wor s lor oth th 

in- laws. This indicates that both couples should out of sight t 

fina l rite-de-passage take place. 

h r. I h fail t d h 

girl an h 

th ir fin d p (riline g ti ll the 

Three months before the weeding ceremony the ·1 tt · . nm eu Ing rite lifi r \l uld t k pI a e in th 
bride's homestead. By the rule of this ritual the girl ' fin g r nail 

The observance of nail cutting is probably intended to minimiz 

fi rs t night of her marriage with her fiance. Currently, e1u 

r 111 th ir r t. 

f the )i rl at the 

a am paign again t hal111 ul 

traditional practices, nail cutting is seldom practiced. Beside th new ly e1ified Ki tane ro 

reject it. The Sera not only rejected the practice, but al 0 imp s d a fin e aga in t tran re 

the new ruling. 

For the Kistane wedding ceremonies are the most serious events. Th y u uall y arrange, c pe iall y 

the male side, colorful ceremonies. 

5.1 .3 . Wedding Rituals and Festivities (Sheba£) 

The ceremony at the girl's house start four days before the majo r fea t whi eh i eu tOl11 ary held 

on Sundays. The feast among the Kistane is usuall y made after the har e t in the 111 nth f 

January (Tir) or after the long Ethiopian Orthodox Chri sti an day' f feasting in th e 111 nth f 

Ap ri l (Miaz ia). 

Bisqot (Thursday ceremony)-Activities would take place in the girl ' homestead including gi rt 

giving, singing, dancing, and drumming. The songs usuall y glorify the patrilineage and tries of 

great deeds of their ancestors. This day is known most importan tl y for observation of the feast of 

kille/Ie, which is provided by the girl's family to the participant of the eer mon . 

£ lIsosela (Friday ceremony) - On the day the bride wou ld take ko 0 drug ith unpleasant test 

L1 sed to remove tapeworm parasite. The drug would cause pain n on s SLOl11a h . The r 1110n 

wo uld follow by three day's of fastin g of the gir l. In order to neourage her friend and littl e 

sisters may accompany her in taking the kosso and fa ting \ ith her. Throughout the \l ekd s 

6 



be fo re the final wedding it is common to ob d ' 
, serve ancll1 g In ' lng nd rumming nt . 

Rite of Passage- (Sunday ceremony)- On the d' d I wee Jng ay t 1 gr m 

feast to the public. Wedding feast requires huge d' d . ex pen Jtur n It n 

The ceremony would start with the bless ing of elder . Al the m 

gi fts from friends and relatives. After having tella-beer nd hik the 

and a few elders would start his journey to his bride's home n h r ba 

On hi s arrival to his bride's village, the groom and his compani n w L1ld r 

mi l pr ide I. i h 

PI' par ti n. 

m \ lilt! rc ei c 

\ ilh hi 

hall ng 

his spouse 's side. Her relatives, companions and maids (m z a W L1 ld n t all 

hi s companion except the elders, to enter in to her home lead . The ir l' ide pr ke hall enge 

the other by ridiculing the groom how he is ugly and week. Aft r i ng ha glin , th ir l' ide 

would allow the groom to enter in to the homestead and claim hi rid e. 

At th is moment, the family of the bride provides lav ish feast nl y t th ir id gLl t . Wi th the 

excepti on of a non-alcoholic drink birz (made of honey) ~ r th gr m and hi m n and ark: 

for their horses, they are not allowed to have the feas t. The bri de and h r maid th if' 

hospi tability to their side's guests in providing the feast. After the rea t in er, the bride id 

wo uld begin the usual song, which glorify their patrilineage. M anwhi le, th eld r rr m the 

groom side present their gift. This includes dress and ornament .~ r the bride and m ney rang d 

fro m 5-10 birr for her close relatives, as decided on the day of the h g. uall y the bride' sid 

tries to resist by claiming more gifts and refuses not to gi e their girl. In rno t case such 

resistances could cause chaotic situation. In recent times, the Ki stane elders, in the attempted 

codificati on of the customary law, clearly stated the haggling and res istance of the bride s ide as 

unc ustomary and imposed fine ranged 100-200 birr on tran gre sor . 

Securing the bride, the groom and his compani on woul d retu rn t th ir ill age. n their -.: a t 

their patrilocal, one of the brothers of the bride or any close relati e ould arr her ha lf a but 

the task of deli vering her to her new vill age woul d be the gro m s be t man . ith gr at are n 

mul es back he would deliver her to the spot. At th groom hOI11 lead the 

pu mping ceremony, dancing, drumming, and ' singing. Be ~ re th lh m jor \ dding 
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fcas t, the newly wed couples would recei e . f1 f 
V gl r m th P< r nl nd r In th mal m nd 

paternal relatives of the boy The gifts include . [ I . s portion and h u ui m nt m 

valuables. With the blessing of elders the lavish fea t uld I rt . Th In In 

kitjJolberendo with anqoqerat (bread made of finely pr d m I I i h III 

among the Kistane, which is made of raw meat and b tt u er. 

When the night falls the boy would enter into hi s brid ' r m t ha 

wi th her. Among the Kistane virginity is highly va lued. nsequ ntl girl in th If Ir t ni ght 

thi end th I th marri age are expected to be virgin. As noted above, it i 

of nail cutting, taking of kosso and three days of fasting han I r h r irginil n 

the second day of the ceremony parents of the girl r c ive gi t . Th day i kn \ n am ng the 

Kistane as Urga. If at the first night the bride bleed and oi l the it i 

the girl 's virginity. If this was not the case, the girl would be a CLI d hi h in 

most cases could cause the marriage cease to ex ist. The u ual ul be a han Iker hi 

fles hed by blood. In the past, a girl accused of being hav ing ex ual inter ur e b ~ r ' the ~ rmal 

rite of passage would send back to her parents, wearing an liS I I af. 

Three days after a successful night, the bride would begin th I ng p ri d [ e lu i n ithin a 

sma ll room made under the main hut called go/et. During th i n the gi r1 i n t 

al lowed to see her in-laws and she can only see her hu band at ni ght. Thr ugh ut the e da ' he 

would receive great hospitability from her mother in-law. Th m ther ha re p n ibility t 

provide her daughter in-law with special food every day. Once the da f se lusi n end up lhe 

co uples would ca11 up by the wife's parents to see their in-Ia\ and t make ure\: eather their 

daughter was treated we11 or not. This event is known a ollg I dOli . The m ment mark d the 

beginning of fonnal marriage life for the couples. 

During angetegdafl, the new-wed couples and their best men \! ould r ei e ho pitabilit in the 

ho mestead of the wife's parents from one to two weeks. The I ng d of feast gi ing \: uld t 

the parents of the women a bu11 and huge amount of butter. B id 

patri local the couples would tack some parts qf meal 0 f a bu II to th 
pr Ii e 

ex pensi vc nature, the codified ye-Cordello 
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detrimental and imposed fine on transgressors. 

Allgetegdan would follow by tentereshat, a practi ce of sh \ 10 9 up the up Ie t Ih 

parents for a second time without companion. The event mark d the ginning f ne Ii e r th 

newly wed-couples. After completing the show up, th hu b nd uld r ei fr m hi p rent' 

hi s share of a plot ofland and construct his own h m t ad. 

In the above description I tried to present the customary marriage pr f the Ki tane s iety. 

Besides, the popular marriage Sera, there is marriage by abdu ti n. A Ki tane, wh reque t I 

have the hand of a girl is rejected or who is unable to pI' vide th la i h fea t due t hi P 

will observe abduction. But the practice, according to my inft rmant , i n t 1I t mary t the 

Kistane and strictly prohibited by the newly cod ifi d 1'0 . A rdingly, a 

Eth iopian birr would be imposed on anyone who is enga d in a du ti n in Illding hi 

co mpanion in pursuing the practice and elder who engag d in Ie itimi zing the m mag by 

abduction). Besides this fine the state courts would puni sh tran gr 

The other type of marriage among the Kistane is ca ll ed slio-IIL/II " . t the pre nt tim e, Ki tan 

seldom practice this type of marriage. According to the tradition f sho-huncho, ne, wh se 

request to marry a girl he is in love most reject d by her parents, w uld enter int the h mest ad 

o f her parents and stay there serving them without their cons llt to sh w them hi affecti n t th 

girl. As a general rule, they would allow him their daughter nly t keel their lUr (sprite f g d 

value) and to prevent berche (sprite of misfortunate). Sho-hun ho ou ld fo lio by the customary 

ri te 0 f passage. 

Polygamy is also practiced by some Kistane men, but not a a general rule, since the Ki stane are 

predominantly Christian and too poor in terms of land and -.; ea lth ' for the mo t part they a oid 

polygamy. But, for some who reside in urban areas and ha e ome bu iness acumen t contr I 

the rural land sometime marry more than one wi fe. In fact , in the rural area too one can ob rve 

the practice of polygamy. The reasons for such practice are: fir t ft r pI a ur , to m n \ h ha 

accumulated a lot of wealth and, second, due to chi ldless marri ge f the fir t man; ge. 
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Kistane sometimes practice levirate marriage. Through the p 

inherits his deceased brother's wife. Children's produc d 

women's deceased husband. Such marriages are an'ang d t ntr I th patrilin 

lineage. Through levirate, the widow 's property wou ld combin \ ith th pr 

mrn g mn 

th 

husband; the children by her first marriage inJlerit in qu I pr p rti n \l ilh th s h r 

husband's brother. 

5.1 .4. Divorce 

Among the Kistane divorce dose not freq uently occur, espe iall y ifmale hildr n a mpnny the 

marriage. Despite the huge wedding feast and celebration , th ritual and gi gl Ing; 

marriage contract can ceased to exist even on the second day fw ddin 

The first cause for divorce to new-wed couples as noted abov w uld b th ab en c f irginity. 

Since the Kistane seriously forbid pre-marital sex fo r girl s, failing t fG r ir inity at th fir t 

night of marriage to her man would cause abrupt divorce. 

The second and the most important reason for divorce am ng the Ki tane is fa ilure t bear a 

child. As indicated in the definition part, for a Kistane, marri age i an act by whi ch a man and a 

woman come together to form a union for the purpose of reproducti n. Hence, childle marn a e 

is meaningless and would end up by divorce. After few years f unfruitful marri age the husband 

and relatives would solicit for divorce. Kistane overlooks infertility cau ed by t rility of the 

husband . 

The other reason for divorce among the Kistane is laziness orthe women in keeping the house in 

taki ng care of children and in prepari ng food for her husband. Once a \i oman i di orc d she 

returns to her patrilineage. She has no ri ght to claim any property except her dre sand omaments. 
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5.2. Rituals 

5.2.1. Death and Burial Rites 

Death within one's household would Dollow bi b . . y an a rate n t f pa 

Kistane attract large people in accordance with the age, ex nd t 

of an elderly man or woman may call on several peopl within th p ri h 

death of an important man the mourning lasts several day. 

When death happens in a family a member of the hou hold I' a nei h 

uric I rite 

a d. Th d ath 

rh d at n 

info rm the people from the deceased patrilineal and matrilin al lin a e; m mb I' f hi sobu 'mllS 

and friends would gathered immediately. Before funeral cer m ny th ri tu, I f death dan e an 

songs would follow. People to show their condolence fI rth de ea ed h uld parti ipat in dea th 

singing, dancing and drumming. Both men and women w ul d ta k part in u h 

The song varies according to the age, sex and the statu of th de ea d. Pr m the ng ne an 

identify whether the deceased is male or female; or un D rtunate r w 11 - ff' r int Ili gen e, 

braveness etc. Death songs not only explain the role, statu and nt ri ut ion f the d crea d but 

also refl ect on some general social issues. 

Entombment among the Kistane took place within the comp und f the pari h chur h. At the 

cercmony, children of the person would be brought in front of ongregate and e aluated \ heth r 

they helped their parents or not. The Kistane as ye-bishe Sera knows the ceremony. Th judges [ 

the Sera are known as ye-wedabo dagna. The judge woul d ask selected wi tness from the relati es 

and neighborhoods of the deceased for their testi mony. ach v itne s v ould start the testi mony 

by saying yedere (let it be with me). A successful chi ld who pro ed getting the ble ing [his 

parents during their lifetime for his assi stance and regard to them ou ld be ble ed in [r nt of his 

countrymen. But, one who fail to get the parent 's bless ing and unab le to get th affirmati c 

testimony in front of the people would be ordered by the judg to tum back home and \. ould be 

cursed by the congregates. Therefore, th is very fac t fore d the Ki tane to uphold good parent -

chi Id relati onship . Parents should inform their. close fri end , I' I ti e and n ighb rhood b ut 

the ir children conduct. 



According to ye-beshe Sera anyone co 't h .. . , mml oml Ide and II ing in e, il I11mlt 

ad u I tery (aq idegna) is allowed to participate ' tl . 111 le m Urnll1 rem n d ro 

protected such people from the vengeance of tl . Th 1elr enemy. e e en l uld end up Ie 

who involved in theft, sorcery slander arson a d th , , , n 0 ertran grc the Ki I ne ro o 

For Kistane mourn could take several days . They ob erve th rd 7th l2'h th and th th day 

with on elaborate feast; these feasts are known as l skar. The er 111 ni uld ntinue n 

yearly bases up to the i h year. Relatives of the dec a d 1I u<l ll y 'V ear bla k item r I thin p . I 

the deceased were the head of the household his widow for a peri d r a year uld ne er < I 

meat. Remarriage is difficult for the widow up to the 7th year f h r hu and er a em nt. n th 

l2'h day of the mourning ceremony a ritual of mabel' d ( 0 ling up w uld perf, rm d, th ten l 

(seqe!a) would be removed at the day. Mabered is a ritual t pray t d t pr t t th the 

re latives of the deceased. The ritual would end as usual with the ble ing f the Ider . 

5.2.2. Festivals 

As in any other human society festivals are common among the Ki stane. Within a yea r ther are 

several festivals observed, lavish feasts, dancing, drumming and singing c n titute the main 

instruments of festivals. Most of these festivals are reli gious. 

In Kistane social life, Christianity plays a major role in the pe pie' e eryday th ught and a ti 11 . 

According to the Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity tradi tion se eral festi als are observed within a 

year. Ollt of these festivals, Christmas, Epiphany, Easter, ew year and M k I (the findin g or 

the true cross) are the most important one's. Out of these, Mesk I ha pe ial place for the 

Kistane. It is celebrated for several days with colorful ceremoni es . The urage in general and th 

Kistane in particular celebrated Meske! more than any other . thi pi an Orthodox hri lian . The 

Festival signifies the end of the long Ethiopian rainy season and the b ginning of ar. Th 

feast needs several months of preparation. The festival ofEicia ll started on the 1 th f 

(September) and ends on the 5th of Tikemel (October). tarti ng from 13
th 

up to 19
lh 

of 

each day has got its own name. In each day sp~cific ceremoni \ ould be 0 s 
d. The da s ar : 

Welqe/l e (women's day), Dengasal (Mother's day), ell rqos C th r 
- t /11 onfire , 
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Maleq-baL (the great holiday) Male -b I ( I . , s a tle malle t h li d'] 

these days, the feast that is observed 0 Y n e-sat lil a , on the 

biggest and the most colorful among the Kistane. On thi s da 

wo uld be served for the members of the household. id th 

esa l (bonfire) ceremony would take place first at the h art the 

F IICjO l irl d 
th 

ut all 

pr bl th 

br IIdol kif 0 

lth ni ght 

than in r nt 

of every household. This event marked the apogee of the M e ti a!. t the m m nt sa f 

(bonfire) pumping ceremonies with dancing, drumming and in ling < r ml11 11 . 11 th e nc t 

clay, early in the morning members of the sab llgl7 l1{ w uld ga ther L the pi a b 11 Ir and 

renew the yearly oath of proper conduct. Every memb r of th Ibll IIl1f uld \. ea r the til 

ho lding the charcoal left over from the bonfire in hi s teeth . 

The examples of the oath are given in Fekadu (1986:3 8) in the II wing manner. 

- r wi ll not steal or fail to report when J see anyone stea ling' 

- T will not bewitch anyone or fail to report when I see any n b wit hing ther : 

- I will never bear false witness; 

- T will speak out against anyone who tries to undermin th int grity and rul e f abu nnt · 

_ If I break any of these oath, let me burnt up like the e ashe and char al ... and let 111 y 

descendant get burnt up too . 

The Oath of good conduct would carry out when a new member j ined the °abu 1I11 1. suall y 

new members who join would be a newly married couple. 

Right after the Ji h of Meskerem, for about two weeks the a lab 11 0 festi al \: uld foil" to the 

5th of Tiqemet. The festival usuaJIy conducts in market and religiou places \ ith ong dances 

and drumming. Youngsters and meyets are the main participants. The fes ti al ha imp rtant role 

in Kistane mate-selection, since both girls and unmarri ed bo s gets the pporlunit to sho\! up . 

Bu t, for the meyet society members, few Kistane Zera " omen and la ca te- like 0 up tional 

gro ups, who possessed by the sprit of Del/lll1G1'nit, the festi al h s pial pia . The p rfonn in 
re 

adabel/ Cl day's chanting, singing and dl1Jm~ing to their godd s . [n r 

proh ibited by the government and by the Church to perfonn th ri tu al and I m onl bl t 
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obscrve the fes ti val in Kala market. 

5.3. Feast Clubs (Senbete Mehber and Ta/aq) 

Sell hele meetings are gathering after weekly regul ar unda. y s rm 11 I' ll . , mp und < hur h. 

At the event the congregation eats together and di cuss s mmunal . air . r e mpl , In 

Endebuyuo area people usually go to a pari sh church ca ll d ' nd u LI dh II i-at 1/1 \ hi h i 

fo und at the heart of the locality. At a time, in the weekly gath nng a ut - I p pic \J uld 

part icipate. 

In Kistane-Iand in most cases the entire popu lation att nd li b I me ti ng In e th 

communi ty predominantly follows Orthodox Christi anity. r the m m er 

wcekly in a rotation manner, brings leila (local bear), br ad r i r he i ill) ra and \ /I t 

the church gathering. The host household serves memb r with a gla [ drin k and a Ii c 

bread. After having the drink people usuall y di scuss I cal i sue and depart t their h m 111 -

gro up. 

In Ethiopi an Orthodox Christianity trad ition there are sev ral aint ' day, hi h cr d y it 

fo llowers each month. Mehbers are gathering to celebrat thes aint da and In 

communal eating's and drinking and provide a fo ru m for the di cussion of c mmunal i 

Kistane observe monthly day of the patron saint of the pari h churche and the m nth ly 

ce lebration of St. Marry, St. Michael, St. Medhani-alem (sa vi or of th wo rld) t. abriele and 

A/mila Gebra-Menf esqedus. In some Ki stane agel's, for instance in Wegeram there i a ~ ast club 

ca ll ed To /aq. Talaq is a feast, which is celebrated by all members o[ the agel' on monthl bases in 

cvery fi rst Sunday. 

5.4. Voluntary Associations 

5.4.1. Sabuglll1ts 

/l.s noted above, sabugnnls are the smallest Kistane ten-it rial rganizati n. [n d 

til e Kistane village level customary court where lega l di pu tc arc llled a 

. . . . 'd 'ts member with 0 ial and material 
Il1 stltutlon has a functIOn to provl e I 

ill n t their r Ie a. 

rdin t era . The 

up rt at time 
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be rea vement. All Kistane households are member f their ill agc .wbu 11111 . "I he In tlt utl n require: 

members, with the introduction of money a tl I fi ' " , mon 1 y lI1an lal nt I utI 

provide them with financial support on the be· f leaVemen! . a m mb r th h u eh Id. 'm cr 
thc sabugnnl would also provide services for the . t" . I .' VIC 1m 111 t le m url11ng crcm n . 

Member of the sabugnnt requires attending fu neral and pr iding d and 

re freshment during mourning. They also communall y constru t t nts q la . h m uming and 

refreshment would continue up to the 12111 day of funeral. Fea t in th mem ry d 

leskar, would be prepared by contribution of the member of th 'abu 11111 . 

5.4.2. Eqqub 

Traditionall y the Kistane has the institution of eqqub. The in litut i n n t a in th m d n1 

fo rm of rotating credit association in which members pay a f r gular um t the tr a ur'r and 

in turn draw the money collected. But, the customary Kistan in tituti n ial 

sccurity forum . When a Kistane household fa il to funeti n pI' p r1 y du t ill n dea th , r 

damage or catastrophe, his lineage members (both matrilinea l and patrili neal) neighb ring p pI 

or affinal relatives would provide him assistance by the rul e of the in ti tuti n. For instance if a 

person loses his cattle, they would offer him herd (wecha). If he I st hi h LI e due I thunder r 

arson, they would help him in the house constructi on and the li ke. Due to urbani zati n and the 

introduction of money, the institution has been exhibiting change wi th grea t m dificati n. 

Currentl y, the modem type of the institution of eqqub prevail ed 0 er the trad it i nal. 

The Kistane have been migrating to the urban centers mainly to Addis baba starting fr m the 

last quarter of the 19th century. At the moment, according to ( 1 9 morethan halfofth e 

people of Kistane live in the urban areas . The migrant maintained se eral kind of indi genous 

vo luntary organizations, which have been practi ced by the ru ral communit . In the absence f 

other kinds of organizations in the urban areas for their socia l e nomi al and p ch logical 

needs, rural types of voluntary organizations had to be kep t. Rural form of organi ti 

ab% ld shengo (patrilineal lineage council), sabugll lli ( i lI age unci I and y -A 

(d istri ct council- there are about 22, which represent migrants from ach f th Ki t n distri t 

are common among the Kistane of Addis 'Ababa in the fonn f the mod n1 t e f d ir n 
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eqqub. (Several literatures on eddir and eqq b t' ·h u men I n l ur g p rti ul I lh 

as the pioneer of these institutions For I'nst P kl . ance, an 1r1.l ( nd 

although eddir and eqqub have spread to all u b th ' r an e nl gr LIp 

Fekadu in his Ph.D. dissertation (1972) argued in upp rt f thi p inl 

gr up 

I th I 

ullhal Ih 

rural types of voluntary organizations are organized in town n th n the 

urban migrants but also to improve the conditions of the rural p pi in rural d el pm nl arena. 

For example, A. W. R. C. A. and the successful accompli hmenl nearl 2 km r a i lh 

urban Kistane people achievement and was the ucces f th ir a ciati n an I it int gr< ti n 

with the rural people. 

5.5. Labor Organizations 

Traditionally Kistane developed several forms of lab r rgani za ti n t help a h th r in ti m ' 

of cultivation, harvest, house construction , enset proce ing an I h rding. A n ted 

Kistane subsistence economy in most part of the land i dependin I n the 

here, th 

Llsing digging stick (dedeqa) . For a si ngle individual, it i diffi LIlt t mana the annua l \ rk 

independently and needs intensive labor. Therefore, during u h limes a h II 

OLlt of the family. For such reasons the Kistane developed sev ra l ~ nn 

Wallfel- it is a communal labor group organization to carry ut an agricultura l v rk in lime f 

cultivation. It is the most common form of labor organ izati n. When w rk gr lip take the ~ rm 

of wenfel it needs 3-6 people in rotation manner to help each other. Participants in thi s fonn r 
labor often are the heads of household. Sometimes elder sons wou ld represent the h u eh Id. The 

other form of labor organization in Kistane-Iand is gibo. 

Gibo is a form of labor group of 8-15 people. in the arJi est time, a co rding t infonnants th i 

was the main form of agricultural labor. Unlike the above fonn of r cipro al lab r e hang gibo 

needs the host providing a feast for the participants. Current ly, due to it ostl nature gi 0 i 
~ nn ofv rk 

practiced rarel y. Only the well-off family organi zed such lab r. en rail , th tv 

groups organized within members ofv ill agc and agnati gr up . 
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ta Ii hi ng n \ \I !l:ment an:a ,llld (l In the past, according to infonnants, for the purpo e f 

construct public service centers, which need the c nsent 

roads and bridges, the above mentioned work group ha 

remove trees and wild bush etc. 

f th nt ir mmunlt y, h"e chlllrhc . 

b n nl1ed u ed t lean thl.! lalld . to 

nd neighb rhood . th l.!)' Tija-Due to the fact that, Kistane live together in vill ages \ ith kin gr up 

developed a form of labor organization to help hou eh Id which fa 

properly as a consequence of death of the head 0 f the huh Id r \ i ng l 

sickness. This form of labor is known as IUa. The host hou eh Id 

oblige to prepare a feast. Besides the kinship ti es and fri end hip a 

sprite of Tur play important role in the organi zati on. Helpin the n 

sprite of Tur. 

unCllon 

I1(lLUra l alal1 11 tl es 0 1 

rijo lab r IS 11 ) l 

th ilia 't;, the 

the pill ;lI s of' thl.! 

Wejo-The other most important labor organi zation am ng the Ki tane i kn n a. \\I :/0. lI slI<lII Y;1 

village has got one wejo group. The purpose of the organi za ti nil h Ip ea h lh r in kccpill ' 

the herd of the village. Wejo arranged in rotation manner. Mem er ha the re p nsibi lit to 

properly manage the duty at his tum. Failure to take part at one' n tum in lind rtak in ' H (?O 

can cause punishment. In most cases the sanction at thi s level w ul d b z I . hen dama 'e 

caused by animal on one's property (afe-lama), compensati on and resp n ibi li \ uld hI.! th e 

household on duty of wejo. 

5.6. Social Stratification 

The Kistane society is stratified 111 to two major groups: Zera (noble and I \ ca. te-l1ke 

occupational groups. The majority of Kistane being fanners and priest are Zero n ble) . where 

as few Kistane crafts further stratified in to Wokach (smith), EjanlCl tanJler and Fuga (wood 

workers) . Of all these groups Fuga (wood workers), since they are non- hri ti an and G lIow he 

caste of Demmamit unlike the other two low caste-like occupati onal gr up cup th lo\\e t 

structure in the social pyramid. Their social status is 10 \ er than e en el \ the Jl'okach. 

. h h' h t nk and the Eiama who occupy the ne t ran.k am ng th I \\' ca Ie like 
occupymg t e Ig es ra , :J' 

occupation groups. 
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Zera avoids the rest considering impure d II d . an po ut . -nd ga m I 
social groups . Even though the Zera dl'd t 'd . , no con I r th mllh 

wood workers, inter-marriage between them is strictl y f< rbidden. 

adherents of Ethiopian Orthodox Christine I'k th Z . l ee ra the enJ y 

All the low caste-like status groups were not allowed holding pr p rt Ii 

they are also forbidden to participate in shengo meetings. 

The other most important case in this connection is the situati n 

Kistane are patriarchal society, women are not allowed t wn III 

land, enset, cattle and so on. The role of woman in the p liti al y tem a 

Ideologica lly women's position in the society consid r d a r PI' du ti n. 

contribute a lot to the production activity. 

5.7. Inheritance and Property Ownership 

5.7.1. Inheritance 

hi 

Illlpur the 

til n th 

I nd , nd c III 

m n. in e the 

, u h 

ell i limite I. 

th rwi the 

As in most African society, the Kistane people inherit property thr ugh n linf< II ing the 

direct male descent. This patrilineal institution as 1 indicated wh re i imp rtant in th 

Kistane political system. Since the Kistane economy is subsistence and little acc ul11ul ati n f 

wealth , items of inheritance are very few. Male chi ldren inherit fr 111 their par nt a l11 all pi t f 

land for the purpose of farmiqg enset, livestock, and some other pI' p rly. In 111 t ca e the elde t 

son occupies a special position in inheritance law in relation t the re t s 11 . 

In some Kistane household, where polygamy existed, there would be more benefi ciari es 

competing for property. Here inheritance becomes more complex. in such case a daughter 

without full brother would inherit the patrilineal propeliy. Inform ants told me that such 

inheritance would compensate the girl for the lack of ful l br ther. But, cret behind r such 

inheritance law seems to protect the gi rl from the ignorance f her half 

ri ght over the land continues so long as she is ali ve. In most cases such lands \ ould r turn to it 

patrilineage after her death. 
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5.7.2. Ownership Right 

gr ri n For the Kistane, the most important property item a In an 

married male Kistane have the right to own a corporat I nd . In 

of patrilineal decent system, land is owned by the mini m I patrilin 

the land have theoretically usufruct right. A man own hi 

therefore, cannot sell, pledge or otherwise di spose it with ut til 

system involves no insecurity of land tenure, becau e the h I I r 

lane! for any reason. If a man wishes to sell a portion r the wh I land h 

consent of his patrilineage, first to his close kin if there i n 

minimal lineage, then privilege of holding the land would be 

maximal lineage respectively. If there were no one wi he t 

th prin iplc 

hi 

hi 

an 

r m hi 

pr ivil eged would go to anyone with in the pari h. Finall y th e I ri il cgc I lund 

wo uld go to anyone out side of the pari sh. Even th ugh u h ca e pi . 

in Kistane-Iand who hold and till lands outside of their patril inea 'C and pari h. u h 

reasons gebbars (original patrilineages ofa parish) have been hanging. urrentl y an find an 

Abo, a gebbar of Endebuyuo, in Aretege, or we can fin d a Hunge a bbor ret 'ge in 

Endebuyuo . 

Even after the incorporation of Kistane-Iand in to the thi op ian d maIO the tradit i nal ~ rm f 

land holding and ownership right did not exhibit much change. The main r as n D r thi " a due 

to the minimal impact of Neftegna-Gebbar relati onship. The Ki tan cont inue to pra tice the 

traditional land ownership right only by paying tax to the ali en g em r. H \ e er \ ith th 

coming into power of EPRDF, the state owns ru ral and urban land n 1 

Art icle 10/3). The constitution of the state some how contradi ted \. ith th traditi na l Kislane 

ownership right principle. 

As indicated above, these are lands corporately 0\ ned b terri t ria l rganl 

t I lallds is equal for all m mb r . The e land in Iud 
sabugnnls and ager. Access 0 suc 1 

rangeland and paths to it, sacred forestland (timber fro~l th ~ re t \ ould 

construction of churches, bridges etc . . . )', pub li pia li ke pari h hur h 
pu Ii ot 
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gathering for shengo meetings rl·vers s , , wampy ar a r i 'n lh 
wcre lands for the church services call ed semOIl . 

As noted above, slaves and low caste-like occ t· I L1pa lona gr L11 h< n ri ght t ilh 

the proclamation of 'land to the tiller' ill 1975 r ,s mc LI h gr lip ha 

ho ld land . However, soon after the proclamation most r LI h pc 

to its original patrilineage groups (gebbars). The state wa LIll a 

informants, particularly after the Dergue almost all L1ch land " nl t th Ir ri ill I h Id r . 

5.8. Social Control 

Among the Kistane there are various levels of I link d lip \ ith < n th r 

level either of equal authority stream - or subordinat auth rily trcam. 

The first level is the family level. Within a hOLls hid, the famil y head lh 

[or order and hannony. He is in charge fo r mater a [~ ting ea h m I11b r 

regarding any person outside the household . onseqLl ent ly th c rath er ha an aut n 111 u ight in 

a ll issues, which could affect members of the hOll ehold . 

The second level of social control would be lineage level. At thi Ie I the patril in age un il 

(ye-abotold shengo) would exercise social control. As noted in the ab e chapter th uncil is 

composed of representatives of the various household heads. t thi I I there i n head but 

authority is vested on the consensus of the members. 

The third level of social control among the Kistane is territori al Ie el. he hen 0 ouncil at the 

various levels of Kistane territory (village and pari ah) is the re gni zed auth rit 0 h 

jud icial , political and social functions . Each shengo compri s the eld r f lh territo t this 

level too, there is no de-facto head authority is vested on th cons n u the m m r . 

5.9. The Contribution of Ye-Gorde/lQ Sera to Local De elop m £It 

The Kistane Sera as noted elsewhere play an ·important r I in r gul ling the 



and political life of the people. Shengo meeting \' 11elh 
r at ICITI I 11 <1 

leve ls are not only politico-jurial forum but also s ci _ 
r I p lnl illl:' I 

rc 
looking at the contribution of the Sera to local de lopm nl n 

rural -urban migration and migrant's major occupation in th urbc n nl 

have importance to the specific topic under the study. 
l· Ih l i Ir ding \ hi h 

ur n As indicated in chapter three, the Kistane have been migrat ing l lh 

Add is starting from the last quarter of the I91h c ntury. At thi 111 m nl m r 

nl r mai nl 

lh 
peop le of Kistane live in the urban areas. In most ea th Ki tan mi gra nt nga d in lr<ding 

ac tiv ities. The Gurage in general and the Kistane in parti ular in ::. th i pi a ar di linglli h d 

their ability of trading. 

The incorporation of Kistane in to the Ethi opian state under M n li k II mark d th 

Ki stane inception in to the political econom y of th m dcm la lc . 1\ 

100) since then labor migration becomes the most imp rtant dri 

the basic instrumentalities of integration. He further noted: 

r Ki tane 

These ' were internal and external fa ctor, whi h illdu 1111 ratioll II all 
unprecedented scale and a perrnanent nature. 011 th all hOlld th ~r IV r 
overwhelming push factures such as populatioll incr as , shorto of 10lld all I 
subsequent decline in subsistence economy, whi h hod 01\\10 r ult d ill III ill 
scale and short term local migratioll . On the oth r hall d, tli illlpo itioll 0 II 

tribute and labor obligations in after math of ollqu Sl Oll lriblit d to til 
deterioration of economic situation in the country sid (Ibid : I 

i ty '\ 

The best way out the Kistane felt to secure their survi al I,: as therefi re "e pi it the 

oPPol1unities that was presented by the conquest itself ' (Op. cit . ccording to kadu I 72 : 

migration was intensive from enset producing areas, which \: a mainl dir t d t the capital 

Add is Ababa. Most of these migrants were/are engaged in the ec n mi phere [the apilal. 

The greatest change in the history of Addis Ababa had come fr III th e Il li an ra i t P lic un ng 

poli the occupation of the country under the Fascist Italy in 19 6 the n \l 

of segregation; accordingly the city was isolated between thi pian 

li en rul r [0 11 \l 

nd [talian . The 10 

peop le were to be moved to westem section of Addi and th major mark I em r tran [onn d 

frolll the area of Arada (Piazza) to Merkato (PankhrLlst 2000). Y ilh th Ii hm nl 0 Ih n \ 
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marketing center in Merkato, according to Bahru e p lria l 

Ethiopia faced serious challenge from the GLI ag I r, e m r lant . h r e 

by the Italian policy of "destroying the ex patrl'ate . '1 ... melcan tl trt III n In 

The Merkato become the strong hold of til es I/otiol/al tra I I' III 

Gurage trader~-their displacement of the Y III nit Ar ,b ,' \ II 

min 11 n Ir' de 111 

a I1i l ted 

donunated retatl trade, remains 0 rel?1 rll'kobl I ,r . I Co rO lllp 'J I/Of/Ol/ (I I/t rpri ~ p. 
cit) 

Kistane migrants maintained several institutions of ye- ord nO ro rganizati n. In lh t 

of other forms of institution in the urban area for their nd p 

needs, rural types of voluntary organizations had to be kept. B th t n'it rit I 

level segmentary organizations such as ye-obotold sh n (p tri lin al 

council) , and ye-ager shengo (parish council) are comm n am n J thc Ki Ian 

the form of the modem type of eddir. Fekadu (1972) pint ut lhat th . rura l t 

lin ag 

ill agc 

organizations are structured in towns not onl y to ati fy the nc I ut al s 

to improve the conditions of the rural people in rural d vel pmcnt ar na. ~ r e ampl ' R 

(A leme-gena - Wolyta Road Construction Associati on) and it su (; fu l a hic m nt 

25 0 km road were the urban Kistane people succes and th ir inl gra li n ith th rural I I Ie 

(Fekadu , 1972). 

In terms of their contribution to rural development, the m st ignifi an t rgani ati n in the ur an 

areas are eddirs which in addition to their wei fare functi n ha e I r ided a Ii rum that gi c , 

access to the urban community (Henry, 200 I). Even though mo L Ki tane p pie in ddi 

in volved in u hlir based on residence or occupation li ke any ther ethni gr up the ar al 

members of eddir based on patrilineal groups (aboLOld) a er pari h r abu IlIlt ill ag 

co uncils, which were transplanted to the urban areas by early Kistane migrant . It i r 

level eddir, which contributed a great deal to the rural socio-econ mi de el pm nt. Th 

are not establi shed primarily for development purp cs. II " c r a th ir lru lur ide 

access to networks of urban Kistane, they have played ru ial r 1 in m bi li zing ur an re ure S 

to rural development. Besides, after the demise of R ming in l 

Dergue regime, most development undert ak in g~ among th Ki Lan ha e b n ondu ( d l1Iough 



II,I!, ('/' ('tldi,-.\' undcr an ad-hoc committee ~ r rural d 

forum for discussion about rural development. 
I pl11 J1l J uall · Iltr 111 \In ' rr I I ' .1 

As indicated above, the majority of Ki stan r id 

development activities are focused on their original h m 

urban infOlmants, This shows ye-Gordena Sera obli ali 

ut id 

resources first to his parents then to hi s patrilineage a r al d Ki Ie n 

Those who participate in development act iviti e ~ r the I < I 

homeland usually gets blessing by their countrym n, while th 

nl Ih Ir iginal 

id(; 

resources for development activities are consl'del'ed a I fi I d I e I 1 an 1a th d ng r 

ostracism, (Such cases are rare for those who ar out f Ki stan urb n n t\J r h r up 

includes those who engaged in the civil services and th c wh 

In the past urban Kistane development act iviti e w r ft u 

of A WRCA and several other road projects can x mplify th i a t. rding t m t 

urban informants this was due to the seasonal natur f mi grati 11 and I < iliwt lh ' urb an-rural 

link in times of death and ceremonies 

Currently Kistane rural development acti viti es empha iz n h ' alth I 

and potable water supply, which, according to mo I f my urban inD 1111ant an 

' modern ' way of life for the rural kin , From my fi elch ger< m rural 

areas, it is evident that there are several rural development PI' je t undertak 11 b the il1tegrati n 

of urban and rural Kistane communities, For instance in Wegeram b th 

constructed 18 km road, which link Wegeram to Butajira' hea lth tati n \ ith 

sfull 

allli 2nd cyc le primary school and a kindergarten, In alit the mmunit 

constructed 5 km road and 1st and 2nd cycle scho mmu ni t d men! 

projects the urban community have pl ayed sign ifi cant I' I In pr I m idenlifi alion lann ing, 

commencement, resource mobili zati on and impl ementati n 

observation in the rural areas there were minimum rural 

identification and planning process, According I infonnanl 

development is significant in resource mobiliz ti on impl 

projects, 

ml11unili 

mmunit 

m nl li n nd 

in ut in pr ~e 

u l in ili l f 



In all the above-mentioned projects as n t I . J , 0 ec pre lousl 

as a moving sprit behind. For instance, a case of Endebu u dh ni - I m 

school construction can exemplify the role of the 

integration between the rural and urban communities. 

rCJ in I al d I pm 

According to urban informants, the issue of upgrading th fir t Ie prim r 

cycle was raised at Endebuyuo ager eddir in Addis durin a qu rt rl 

eddir in 2001. Accordingly, the need to construct a sch 

fa rmers in the rural areas and to halt new mi grati on t the urban 

education was capitalized. After the discussion an ld-Ii 

implementation of the project. The committ e' imlTlcd iat 

communities acceptance for the project. ecunng a ptal 

especially by prominent elders and the local g OY rnment fi 

harness ye-Gordena Sera and its traditional sanction t nG r th 

I gn l I n r Ie 

th 

em 

ru al 

te in 

the school construction process. The second step the c mmitl e ma I 

from both the urban and rural community. The wider urban 
mmunit parti il ati n 

takes the fom1 of cash contribution. Some well-off member ntribut d up t 
r the 

Irr . n 
purpose. (During road construction in Wegeram two br thers al ne ntribut 

the other hand, rural resource mobilization was made thr ugh rural d I pment I11l11itte ~ r 

the school construction, w~ich composed of members of ea h patrilineage so /1 /111 1 I ader an 

some important elders of the parish. Each rural household c ntribut d [I r the pr je t a rdin 

his ability. In addition to cash contribution to the developm nt PI' j t a a pemlanent in ti tuti n 
ntri uti n t th 

rural community organized by the 12-Endebuyuo sabugll lll ' made an ng in 

sustainability of the project. They funded a community sp n red tea her and a guard pa ing 12 

and 80 birr per month for each, respectively. 

The school construction project was implemented thI ugh hir d killed la r \ hi h 

supplemented by gibo labor organization , which mobilized b ea h 

participating in gibo was punishable by the shellgo fin and b traditi n I D rnl 

These sanctions as indicated in chapter fo ur are yeka, z bo and str i m. 

r san i 
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According to Fekadu (1972), during the Aleme-g n _ 

above-mentioned sanctions were used to ensure parti 

urban and rural informants, the effectiveness r th 

particularly true to those people that are born in Addis and th 

activity. 

n ru I n p f I I lhe 

lh m 

d Thi 

mpl U! lrl in I 

Beside traditional forms of sanction, cursing and blessing play an imp 

According to Fekadu (1966:6) Kistane say "a person i 'ur d 

'blessed' if he leads a good life". He further stated "the bl II1g 

social conflicts" (Ibid: 7). 

rt tll in d 

h I 

IdeI' \! r Ii 

For example, during [in one of AWRCA me lillg) la III r \' I 

among to committee. Order was disrupted, lo i al Ir 11111 111 

much tangible result, but it only heightened til illl 11 i l if I" 
distinguished elder got up and kept ble 's ing til 1I1' IIIb r III 

I pm 11 1. 

I i tin 

m g l 111 

Through, he was one of the most intelligent and :p ri 11 ·d II I IIIb ' r III ·Id r ', 
he ignored logical argument and kept blessillg ulltil v r ill I d \' II . Thu ', 
self-esteem and great satisfaction is achieved by til ill eli i ILlcr! " II 11" i ' I , '" d 
for his contribution. Blessing in this case is CI me lIalli III fi r til ill ILl ' //I 111 

group loyalty. 

To conclude, ye Gardena Sera has significant rol e in rural Ki tan I al de el pm nl. II 

contributes in legitimizing a development project, which i 1I ua ll id ntifi ed and r lann d lh e;: 

urban community. The Sera also facilitates resource mobilizati 11 pr je I implemenlati n and it 

sus tainability. Generally, the Sera has great role to pl ay in lh ntinll il 1IJ' an and rll rnl 

community linkage. 



Chapter - ix 

Changing Circumstances and the Current ondition of Y - ord 11(1 

The process of state formation Ethiopia experienc d at th tu m the I Ih 

II (r 1889-1913) through territorial expansion of the mp lrc r rn Ih 

noted in chapter three, created the modern empir 

co lonialists ' scramble for Africa'. Since then the Ethi pian s 

particular underwent several changes. Subsequentl y, they ha b en 

I1 tur 

fa 

, < 

land tenure, system of modem centralized state bur u ra y rd ond 0 n \ 

judiciary system. 

These new political developments had significant importan e n th Ki tan traditi nal p lili ti l 

system. Thus, in this chapter, I will try to look at the pr ce f hange in th p liti al t'm 

and its enduring impact on the Sera during the thJ e Ethi pi'ln regim 

and the EPRDF regimes) . The second secti on of the chapt r I urr nt 

Sera, in which the recent revitalization movement thr ugh the diG ati n and lib qll nt 

dcvelopments discussed in detail. 

6.1 . The Sera under the Thr.ee Ethiopia Regimes 

In late I <i ll century, as noted abovc, grcat social and I li ti 'al tran G nnati 11 III =thi I ia \ as 

induced as a result of the expansion of the state to south west and a t [the empir , The pr e 

of expansion of the northern highland Christian kingdom (weather it is an a t [llnific ti n or a 

some scholars says, an act of colonial expansion li ke that f the ur p an cram Ie ~ r 

sti ll debatable) successfully brought the Kistane in to its hi t ri al d main . The Ki tan 

sub mi ss ion to the Christian army, as Bahru (199 1 :6 1) noted attribut to t\ 

fi rst was the constant raid and attack of the neighboring gr ups m 

sccondl y, Kistane geographical proximity and religious aftinit \ ith th hri ti n ingd m. 

ful 

he 

'dd l f th 1 Ih entur h d arl onl I \ i h h 
As noted in chapter three, the Kistane in the mli eo e 



Shewan kingdom. These contacts were inspired b th ntinu u 

the people by the more vigorous Oromo attacks. a r Ull 

cal led Oda Lelisso during the reign of king ah la­

remarkable impact for the history of the people under tud p 

Ing m' nl ve as narrated by Kistane elders, initiated a nominal recogniti n 

the Kistane. Early travelers like Isensabg and Krapt I 

established its rule over Kistane-Iand. 

n I d th I Ih tn g m 

When Menelik 11, grandson of Sahela-Se ll assc, cam I the r gi Il ill Ih n id I 7 I i "l am: 

showed no opposition. Bahru (1972 :61) commented that had I r n \ III 

contract first signed by Sahela-Sellasse". Their pea eful 

Kistane to retain a degree of authority. Unli k th 

inco rporation in to the empire did not witness the im p 

system of multiple appropriations of labor and surplu PI' du ti 

enjoy indirect rule on the bases of annual fix ed tribute t the emp r r a 

Menelik without resistance like the sultanate of Jimma, ek mte, cll em am 

h If) d the 

th 

i 111 " 

Ki td1 . did 11 I 

h 1I l11i t t 

a an 

Benishangul , Ausa, and parts of Gojjam, largely becau e f the a en e f traditi nol p liti 31 

clites (Bahru , 1991). 

Ull like the Ki stallc, the western Gurage and ilti fo ught again t th imp rial arm lin ' I" th 

leadership of Hasson Injamo of Qebena. The Gurage re i tan e la ted ~ r m r than car 

until the final defeat eame at Jeldu Meda in March I 9. Th in rp rati n f th area 

witnesses the imposition of so-called gebbar -me/keglla sy t 111 . nder thi t pa rt f 

the fertile lands of Gurage were appropriated and di spose I b the late an di tri uled t th 

warlords. Most of the people of Gurage who li ve in the appropriat d land 
erf-

like status) of their own lands and forced to share th ir pr due in kind and la r t th nc 

ru lers (Getnet, 1994). 

Due to their peaceful submission and the ub iqui tous producti n f II { \ hi h i not i Ie fI r 

the new ruling class, Kistane were saved from large-s al I nd (ppropriati n. or h 

. . d to the n~w adm ini tr t rs f th J nd nd m in 111 d h 
Klstane were obltged to pay ues, . 



inherited lands form their ancestors as fa r a th paid du 

new system of land appropriation and its Impa ( 

hi storical studies of Bahru (1972) and Shemeles ( I 7 

r \ II d um nted 111 

The administrative structure of the Imperi al regime b ~ r I 

These were the district, province and the empire. Lord g 

lhr m in I I . 

m r r dmini Ie 

in m I 

I a judi 

over the areas, respectively. The emperor appointed pr in i I g 

cases the king's military rulers. For instance, in Kistan -land the g 

Dachi, Ras Wolde, Fitawrari Gebeyhu and Fitawrari Habtegi r i 

power over their provinces. They had the ri ght to organiz pub li \ rk 

to co llect dues, and to evict anyone who is unab l t pay hi lri ut r ruil d tal 

representat ives at local level called balabbals, who per~ rmed un ti n imi lar t Ihat 111 

govemors over their small area. In most cases balabbal . wer re ruit 

Oromo origin, through the institution of goyta. The offic f balei! bal · urth r b 

the appointment of Ras Gobena, an Oromo governor of Ki tan -land. 

With the incorporation of Kistane enjoyed greater degree r p ac and ta ilit . Int r-cthni "ar 

between the Kistane and the neighboring groups like the Or 111 arak arne t an 

end. The territorial and political boundaries of each ethni c gr up ere dra\ 11 . The ent 01 

provides for the introduction of monetary economy and helped the pansi n f tr de nd 

Kistane-Iand. 

In contrast, the incorporation brought the imposition of tw ne\ ' rn dem in tituti ns narn I 

new judicial system and a new administrative bureaucracy. Ithough the e in titution facilitat d 

the govemment's administration of Kistane-Iand , the administrati [fi ial app int d b the 

central govemment undermined the traditional Kistane system of go eman e. The incorp r ti n 

also witnessed a period of ruthless economic expropriation f Ki tane- Iand \ ing t th 

measures introduced by the feudal regime. The ex propriation f the 111 I erti l J nd 

in lowlands areas) and the introduction of hea y taxes and lab r r i e aITe t th 

which forced so many people either to migrate in 10 the nev ur an areas ou t f 

search of new job or to join the military force. With the in orpor tion th Lr iti 

90 



land tenure was also changed as the peo I ". P e were 10rc d t pc tri ut <I p Id r 

As noted above, with the incorporation f tl K' . . o 1e Istane p Iitl I 

tenn, in to the bigger Ethiopian domain the t d" I , ra Itlona p 

control over its internal and external affair. Due to such r t 

and m r 

hi 

as Bahru (2002:25) noted, it is "far from dead". The pr 

intensified with the coming to power of Haile- ella c J r. J 

centralization. After his coronation as king of kings of Ethi pi an in 

launch nation-wide 'modernization' program immedi ately. 

th mp r l' gan t 

The emperor embarked on a number of reforms . H pur ued the 

innovation, which Menelik had begun when hc e tabli he I th 11' t 

appointments in 1908 (Abbera, 1998: 5). In 1931 , the emp I' r pI' mlll gc t d ( 

Before this "modem type of state constitution, the foundati n 

ancient religo-legal code of the highland Christian empire ca ll d ' 

in ti tll ti n I 

mini t ri :.d 

kings)". The new constitution "set up jurial fram ework" of the regimc ith 

the enactment of the first Ethiopian written constitution in I y 

the emperor and regional lords (provisional governors and balobbOls " h emp \ er 

levy and collect taxes and impose other dues on their subject a th ir i h and pay a pre­

determined amount of tribute to the central government ab Ii h d and replaced b g em r 

appointed by the emperor (Abbera, 1998:7). This gave Hail e- ell a great r ntr 

"the local authority by placing it in the hands of the central admini trati on in Addi 

cit). 

er the 

p. 

The process of centralization continued in the post Italian p riod. ne\J r gi nal admi nistrati n 

structure established in 1941 which provides for 12 (later n 14 pr In Tokio i- zot und r 

governor general and around 100 counties (Awraja) 0 er 5 
ral If 

districts (Miketel Woreda). This gave the king a firm so ereignt 0 er the empi r and 

bureaucratized central government with a modern judiciar tem and po li e for 
pham 

1969:67). 
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In 1955 the emperor enacted a revised constitution, whi h furth r (ren th n 

promu lgated six modem types of law cods between 1957 nd 

codi (j ed laws and constitutions, according to Abb ra 

jurisprudence' . With the enactment of such laws, he furth r n u t m 

, In 1er c ethnic groupS partly maintained as it was in actual practic nd · (I 

civil code of 1960, particularly in areas of family, successi n and pr pert 

code permitted the application of customary laws under Arti I 

customary laws were allowed to continue to work. 

711. 

hi 

rem 

\h . \ 

The process of centralization of the state administration y lem ntinu during th 

regi me. The coming to power of military forces, the D rgu , u ting mp r r H il -

marked the breakdown of feudalism in Ethiopi a. The D rgu II 

moved to nationalize the economy, including rural and urban land . fo'arm 
en u u ru 

ri ghts over their inherited lands. The regime maintained (h pre- i tin I ltV r II and r II m 

imperil Taklai-Gezat as Kifle-Hager (Clapham 1988: 12 ). At I al Ie I a n v cdmi ni tnti 

unit was established called Kebele. Under the Kebele syst m, the rural p pi 

to PAs (peasant associations) "each covering a defined territ ry and r 

rga lli z.·d in 

~ r [\ 11 th ' 

pco pie in it" (Ibi d: 13). This institution played important ro I ,n rder t tren ,th ' n the r ·gi me' 

effort of the centralizing process of state machinery. The pro ss r ntralizati II did II t hang' 

with the promulgation of a new constitution in 1987. 

More than any other regimes, during the Dergue, the Kistane - 0,1 n" ro er Iy 

weakened. The Dergue worked to abolish traditional system f I al g man e ,hi h it 

considered as a threat to the "national unity and progress of - thi . In 

199 1 the Derg
ue 

was overthrown by a group of rebel called -p thi pian P pi 

Revolutionary Democratic Front). The new regime promised to foil' a 5 tem of f derali m 
.. A t·t t· f EPRDF v a ratifi d in De em r 1 . The 

essentially based on ethmclty. cons I u Ion 0 . . . . f tl try into 9 federated tates Kil if) "d line t d n 
constitution formalized the diVISIOn 0 1e coun 
the bases of settlement pattem, identity, language and the onsent f th P pi 

(FORE Constitution, 1994: Article 46). 
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Th roughout the three Ethiopian regimes In 

government judicial institutions at the Worec/a, A \ raj I 

or Kifil levels, and the traditional institutions at 

I , I t m . lhc 

:01 

segmentations. Decisions at the governmental lega l urt 
tem 

style ' codified laws. While, traditional Kistane court, v ith 

traditional segments, usedye-Kistane Sera as the ba e ftheir 
un il r I 

The overwhelming majority of my rural informant not d that in th p 

governed by its traditional system than the government juri prud n 

majority of civil cases such as land tenure, in.heritance matri m nl 

contacts etc .. . were seen in traditional courts. There w r tim In 

from theft to homicide were treated under the Sera. On th th r hand g 

r l 

rangi ng 

served basically to treat infractions of state law uch and t 

regulate public order. Nevertheless, with the expansi n [ ' n 

pre ference to their custom have been declining. Currently we tat 

many cases ranging from torts to crimes. However, thi d S 11 t mean lh 

effectively won people's favor. 

L1ll · 

The Sera have been modifying to meet the changing soc i -ec n l11i and p liti al nditi r 

instance, money is now the principal medium of tradeo Th 

government administration has made its acquisition a univ r al n 

cLlstomary fines now changed to be paid not in kind as in the past ut in 111 ne 

Y lh 

hange 

r 

lll urder cases guma (blood-price) is now changed from payment in cattl e t m n ran ing fr 111 

7000 to 15000 birr. 

I'; dOffi 0 from th at f \ hat it \ The present status of the traditional courts olten J ers In man a 

century agoo According to most of my informants, the transti rmati n i due chiefl t larg - ale 

f Ko t I ld the proces of urbanizati n and the migration of the people out 0 IS ane- aJ , 

'modernization'. These factors brought several interrelated problem ti r the Ki tan urr ntl 

o 0 I etlll-n migrants who v cr 
111 Klstane-Iand there are severa r 

ful in th 

1 d th Youngsters with urban most cases these peop e an 0 er i 
o on um n T11 
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alcoholi sm and gambling. These probl . ems according t m 
the most serious challenges for the K' t S IS ane era. In m h rt t 

uld 

Kistane-land, I saw several adults engag d' d ' k' e 111 nn Ing ( 110 and pIc 
could lead to failure to fulfill their maJ'o k d r wor r an h an 
gambling could also exacerbate ones relar' I . . I Ions lip Wit 1 thcr whi h 
among the people. 

Incidentally, the declining feature of people's loyalty t thcir u I m du t th I un i n f 
modem education and the latest developmellt of new p r onal 'lty me Ih tradi ti nt I in tilul i n 
with minimum offices and minimum sanctions unab l I mana 

contrary, the government modem judiciary institutions have th ad 

variety of enforcing mechanisms. 

6.2. Codification of the Sera 

Customary laws of more than 80 different ethnic group 111 th i pian ha 

of law since antiquates. According to Abbera (1998) cu t mary la\ 

sidc by side with fetha negest until the enactment of the first p nal 

matters until the promulgation of the civil code in 1960. H v 

code limits customs saying "unless otherwise ex pressing pr id d all rll l 

and 

n the maj UI (; 

r I i I 

tile i I 

customary previously in force concerning matters provided ~ r in th i de hall e r pia d b 

this code and are hereby repealed". In spite of this repea l act customar law 

maj or source of law in most parts of Ethiopia. For instance D jene 2 2: 

e th e 

d um nt d 

how government legal courts and state bureaucracy unabl e t p netrat am ng t th 

Oromo. However, he further noted, due to the increas ing influ nce f the state the tradi ti nal 

Oromo legal system have been showing changes. 

Even after the enactment of the repeal provision of article 3347 ( I ofth 

operation of customary laws were not entirely debalTed . 

rcmains applicable through the outright integrati on of a rul e rust mar 

number of examples from the code in relation to person and familia 

cx tra contractual liability law. 
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According to Rani David the drafter of th '. 
, . e ci vil cod a it d In 

were vague and contradictory and wo t f II 
' rs 0 a , they 

transformation of society". Thus he prece d th W 
' II rre e I rn m d I 

as a pillar for the Ethiopian code Howeve . th r 
. r, 111 e prelat r 

emperor Haile-Sellasse I claimed that "tile cod . . h il 
e IS In ann n \! ilh Ih 

needs of the Ethiopian people". maw II < \ Ilh 1M 

All the three regimes of Ethiopia gave the people c t·t ·· I ' I 
on lUll na ri g l t I g m th m 111 

accordance with their custom. For instance the existing P 

This constitution. shall ~ot preclude the adju ii ali II 0/ Ii p ilI S ,. !clfill 10 

p ersonal and Jamzly laws m accordance wilh reli iou Or IIS1 III Ir ! /IV ~ i lll Iii ' 
consent oj the parties to the dispute. Particulars shall b d I r lll i ll i , 1m . 
(FDRE Constitution December, 1994: Article 34/5). 

According to Abbera (I 998:40), customary laws in Ethiopian ar larg Iy un\ fi tt n < nd un n \ 11 

by the majority of the people. But, currently the Ki tan 

trans formation in its history. That is, the process of codiiica ti n 
imp tunl 

m 
rural informants indicated was initiated due to the increasing number f tran re i n [ 1(1\. on 

th e people's negligence towards the Sera. Elders of Bu 'c and il 

undertook the project of codification of the traditional law. A wa indi al d in BahnJ 

there was similar process of codification of the Sera in Addis Ababa. Th ur an pr j 

under the auspices of a political party called SGPDO ( odd _ 

Organization). The process takes over 10 years of study which in a 

the participation of rural elders and members of the urban elit part i nal 
lawyers' urban intellectuals, civil servants, big businessmen and n. 

codification of the Sera elaborately indicated in Bahru (2002) I am nl 

process of codification of the Sera in the rural Kristine land . 

nc med n th 

The codification under the rural project, according to my info nm nt a initia ted du t til 

ri sing number of misdemeanor and the growing negli gence of th p pie to\ rd til ir u t 111 

a result of 'modernization'. Elders ofBue'e and its surrounding P s 111 rked 

codi fi cation of the traditional law. At the initial stage of the proj 1 th g 

parti cipated and encourages the project. 
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In 2000, the rural elders successfully do . d cumente (he cust ma p. Ih 

document explicitly used the term 'm d ' , , o emlzatlon to re~ r Ih 

indicates the applicability of the Sera i r ' h n me Wit the go emmenl leg I an pr du , II 

also states the need of the customary practi t I ce 0 regu ate p nd I ilil in lh 

land , 

The document has got 25 articles that can be broadly cia i fi 

sl1 ellgo meeting procedures; rules in relation to marriage and ddin 

inter-personal relationship; harmful traditional practices; u ( mar 

crim inal matters such as theft; and natural resource management. 

As noted above, the Kistane Sera exhibiting changes, which an be en in th 

regards to traditional fine and compensation for transgr i n r ia , 

need to bring the customary law in line with the state coele and th In 

mi l nd 

r ul Ii n in 

difi d 1<1 \ wltl 

wt th ' 

i dH 

by rejecting early marriage, huge amount of bride wealth payment nail ull in ' wking kos ' 

and 3 days of fasting on the side of the bride etc , , , The coel al bann d trem dding ',It 

considering as harmful practice which drained resource and 

The code identified several activities, which reduced agricul tural pr du ti n, rdingl th ' 

are extreme use of taking of lelia (local beer) and home made liqu r, and gam lin \ hi h i 

ma inl y practiced by the most productive groups like young ter , In th de natural r ur c 

management has got special place, The code strictl y prohi bited parti ipatin in ulting r tree 

and plantation of eucalyptus trees considering it as a threat t (he natural 

Most in formants prefer the traditional Sera than the government 
urt ~ r tll riminal and 

civil cases, According to these informants, government courts ar 

money in comparison with the traditional system, Ki stane traditi onal 

minimum expenditure. Both the injured party and the defendant n 

to go to the Woreda administrative centers as in the go ernm nt 

pay for cases for adjudication. The informants added that tim i 
, d't ' I stein than 00 ernm nt ourt , 

in term r time and 

pI \ ith 

ou n d 
thelr preference towards the tra 1 lOna sy , 0 

, . s t' s 'siml)le ca es \. ou Id I ar 
mLlch time to resolve dlsputes, ome une 

nth lhrhn 
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trad itional courts relatively take few mo tl n 1S to reso l lh m Imp I nl 

factor is corruption. Government courts k ' , are nown b th II' hug Iv m nl In 

CorruptIOns are barely known among the trad 't' I . " 1 JOna courts 111 It m n m nin 

Traditional courts are more effective and efficient than the g urt in th 

in resolving peace after disputes and in reducing tension , F th 

reconciliation (guda) as noted in chapter four is an effecti m han i m t min I 

part ies in one and resolve conflict and keep away from veng an 

important to reveal truth through the ritual oath of innoccn c, 

investigated through the oath. Such cases are diffi cult in g 

mechanisms are also prevalent in most ethnic groups of ea t Afri an , . r in Ian 

the literatures Bassi's (1992) study on the Borena of North rn K n a and 

on the Weliso Oromo of south west Shewa are good exampl , 

ri lU. I 

th di putin I 

Iud 

Certain groups of rural informants commented that som acti c p rti ip nt Ider in th <.; ' 1' I 

judgment are dishonest and engaged in fraud by receiving pr vi i n f al 

for misjudgment. They further said that, the codified law undermined the a the u ' j 

principles of Kistane legal tradition, In this regards they not d the ne 

the notion of Tur and Berche. The new development also verlo k 

ti mes of compensation payment, as in times of guma payment. A 

codified Sera were not implemented in all Kristine- land. 

all the \ eakne the 

0, ffi ial r 111 

different lega l 

parti ipating in the 

id a the head 

pIa c in 

In early 2004, the government prohibited the codified Sera and tradi ti 

the Woreda Administrative council suggested that it is diffi cul t t 

systems in one locality. They further noted that, elder 'V ho are a Ii 

customary law suit are biased and not in the position to treat a e fair! 

Soddo Woreda Social Affairs Co-Ordination Office boa lfu l sa 

Ethiopia". He further noted as a result of thorough examinati n r their , eakne thr ugh 

, , , f , .. . d ' the 2003 reform program of th ruling P 
cnticlsm and sel -cnt!Clsrn unng - . 
investigated the practice of customary law as a threat to the go ernmenl. H 

I K b I K b I and ot ill 
strengthened Kebele structure and the forn1ation ne IUS .e su -

ked lh ne\ I 

the best' modem way of governance' , 
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Chapter Seven 

Summary and Conclu ion 
As noted in the literature with the advent of I ' I' , , co ollla Ism, th Afn an tr diti n 
governance were systematically weakened and th I' h' , e re atlons I p b t 

institutions and the people was gradually declining, The epo h n nl d 

culture but also their land arid property. Menelik II made a comparabl pr ith th 

co lonialism in Ethiopia. On the basis of medieval h' t · I k' IsolY tlC Ing 1I 

most parts of the south, west and east parts of the modern Ethi pian tatc. 

Mcnelik's incorporation of most parts of the present day liti al 

centralization process. The process affected most societi in the n \i Iy 

Trad itional local political systems like the Gada and Sera that arc fI Lind I LIth 

amid the Cushitic, Omotic and Semitic people of Ethiopia wer yst mati all y lind rnlin I. 

Arter Menelik's peaceful incorporation of Kistane-Iand in I 75-7 , the fat [J(j tan liti < I 

system, ye-Gordena Sera, was not different from that of th In Lin t . 

My study shows that ye-Gordena Sera did not have fix d p ri d [tim ~ r \ hi h it 

immcmorial antiquity started. This study shows that the era v as tart d afier a 

hcl d at a place surrounded by strawberry tree (en)era), hence, the Ell) I C n enti nip pulL r 

among the Kistane. Before Enjery convention, the Kistane were in tat f h tilit \i ith a h 

other. They were also involved in feud with the neighboring group, uch external and intern, I 

con flic ts forced the people to formulate a common front and a y tem r I cal g rnm nt ail ed 

Gardena. The word Gardena signifies the unity and integrity of the pc pie, nder th e t m all 

Kistane lineages and agers were ruled according to the non115 and code of condu 10 all 

known as ye-Kistane Sera. 

Si nce the inception of ye-En)ery convention and the introducti on of s stem f J al gov man 

,I 'e-Cardella Sera, the Kistane society maintained and perp tuat d fI r 

, r I "W t . " type of political in titution pr ent in th mo m changes 111 the absence of lorma es em 
'1 I ' at'on r Ki tan -land in t th state system. The practice continued to exist untl t le Incorpor I 

, . . . d I'ty the incorporation on e to the pe pi \ a p 
Ethiopian state. One of the pOSitive mo a I , . 
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Before the event, Kistane were in stat f fl ' e 0 con Ict and \J r \ ilh th 
the Oromo, Meskan and Mareqo Th's h t'l . I os I estate wa hit d n ill! . I 
boundaries of the people were drawn. 

However, incorporation has brought the imposition of n lik II ncr I Ih nc 

administrators of Kistane-Iand. This alien nil " fi . I e 1as SlgJ11 Icant Impa t n Ih 

governance. The Kistane political system resemble what an thr p 

'segmentary' type, with elders' councils (shengo) at the ape 

offices and other institutions at various levels. But, wilh the in rp r< Ii n ail Ih in lilLJl i ns 

were weakened. 

Elders' councils among the Kistane are customary courl wh r I gal i pUI H tl le I 

according to ye-Gordena Sera. The various levels of Kist n traditi l1 al lin il r I 

known as shengo are largely divided in to ten'itorial and kin hip Ie el. Th 

important territorial council among the Kistane is sabugllnt (v ill ag ) sh 11 

up of socially and geographically defined contiguous hou h Id ea h 

separate land-holding groups; the land is worked by the fami ly \J hi h 

sabugnllts provides the community with social and economic lIpp rl at time 

marriage, faIming, house construction, land clearance, road and bridge 

Besides, sabugnnts have important role in conflict reso lution and erv a a 

local development endeavor. 

h 

it. Prima 

irlh d ath 

n. 

rdinatin unit r 

SalJugnllt shengo convene monthly and meetings usuall y t k pia e in a fi d pia and tim ' . 

The institution has elected chairman. He can be considered a th head f the ill age. the 

lowest political territorial unit, sabugnnts have provided for Ki lane judi iary e ice In 

resolving disputes among members. The second most importanl territ rial I el c Lin il among 

the Kistane is known as ye-ager shengo (parish council) . There are abou t 22 ag r lhat ha e th ir 
rd /I 

own autonomous customary courts, where legal disputes are settl ed a c rdin t 

Sera. In principle ye-ager shengo decisions are binding on all Kistane Ii 

and backed by the Sera and a range of powerful sanction . 

traditional sanctions to enforce the ruling of the Sera against p opl \J ho r fu 
. . H eople who fail ed 10 a cept th d i ion 

without satIsfactory reasons. owever, P . 

r 

us 
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liable of a range of sanctions. These trad't' I C' • Ilona (orms of san tl n , Iw : 
cursing. These are functional on infractl'o d' ns accor mg (0 (h 

obedience to the Sera is therefore underp ' db I ' , ll1ne y t le rang 

Shengo meetings usually attended by mal I d f h e lea s 0 ou eh Id end min t d 

(prominent elders). Unless directly involved in a case at alii f II /I 

marginalized caste-like groups like Fuga (carpe t ) W k I ( . n ers , 0 a im I (h 

rarely participate in a shengo meeting. In addition to settling di put 

fo rum for elders to discuss community issues. Recently thi b me imp rt ant 

issues like development interventions. 

Appeal courts are organized externally from an ager council. The e urt ar 

Gefeche courts are impromptu committee organized for sp ci fI ca e in th 

own agel'. Cases in relation to homicide, blood feud and b dil y injur r dan ag 

. P Ic' 

\vemano or gutache courts. Judges of gUlache Sera are known in Ki tane- Iand b th ir kill 'Ind 

knowledge in interpreting the Kistane customary law. 

An agel' is linked with other similar territorial units at Ki tane I el r an iza ti n ai le "­

Gardella shengo. It is the general assembly of all Kistane male elder . Th Ki tane Ie 

in the past used to meet at times of extemal attack by ethnic gr up u h a the r m ar q 

and Meskan-Gurage. It also convened to revise the Sera laws and to pr mulgate ne 

Bes ide this territorial segmentation, the people under the tud al b erv lin ag 

segmentation. The Kistane society organized patrilineall y, claimi ng one lin m the 

male founder of the lineage. There are four levels of patrilinea l segment . The e are m imal 

majo r, minimal , and nuclear family. Maximal lineage or lib , constitute the \: h Ie a n tic de nt 

groups. Founders of lib are actual men, not legendary ancest r ; de edent f lib ar id nti fl ed a 

abOlold. The sons of the lib founders formed major lineage or ker bell . B I \ th maj r 

lineage there is minimal lineage structure or ge 'e (house) . At the 10 \ st I l of egment ti n \ 

'1 S . I . t tion within a lin age in rea at the I \ est I el f 
can find the nuclear fami y. OCIa In erac 

segmentation. 
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, , .. 
In Kistane local governance patrili I . 

nea group council r - (J 0 1 II 
This shengo is the only ye-Gordena St . era s ructure organl Z d 
which brought at ye-abotold shengo in t . mos cases, are I su 
requi re the solidarity of the whole lineag h . 

e suc as collection I1tri uti 11 

against another lineage. The shengo in th tId e pas la the po. cr e cn t p 

notorious transgressors. 
d 

One of the major concerns of this study has beell tIl . 
Inl r-r lati n hip 

system and the cultural and socio-economic life of the p pic. Th Iud 

play' s significant role in the social and cultural life of th pc pi In 

r d. m 

examined the relationship between the political system and ther ia l tem \ ithin Ih wil " 
Kistane social structure. 

With the incorporation, changes in ye-Gordena Sera have b n tak ing pi c' . Th 1 it 

power as the highest institution of govemance. However, the de linin r Ie th ' 

highest political institution among the Kistane did not lad t th mplet th 

'vvho le system. The Sera has continued to exist throughoLlt the thr e "thi pian m d 1iI r gim , 

desp ite challenges incurred by the state through modern type r g el1lm nl ur au ra and 

modern jUdiciary. 

With the incorporation the Kistane enjoy greater degree of peace and tabi lity. lnt r-elhni \ ar 

between the neighboring groups came to an end. The proce als prided the intr du 

monctary economy, which helped Kistane to expand trade bey nd Ki lane- l<Uld . n the 

the incorporation brought the imposition of institutions sLl ch a ne, fomls f judi iar 

and a new administrative bureaucracy. The process also brought ruthl e s e onomi e pr pri ati n 

due to the measures introduced by the feudal regime. 

The incorporation and subsequent introduction of new modem go mment 

endangered Kistane traditional local polity. The Sera has lost its indep ndent 

. II 1101' and m r inten i fi in ternal and external affair. This process was especla y I . 

reign of Haile-Sellasse (1930-1974) and to the militar regim -I 

tem highl 

er it 

urin lh 

through 

centra lization process of the state bureaucracy. ;More than an ther r gime ) during th 
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I, 

the Sera severely weekend. The Dero- " oue regime " as nhr \ 11 

system of federalism based on ethnicity. 

In all the three regimes in Kistane-land tw I I ' o ega syst m I tcd ' Ih mm 111 Judi iar 
system at various levels of the state structure alld tl t · d" ' " le la It I nal In IltUII 11 

Sera as the bases of their adjudication Traditional c t ' ·h " , our s enJ y I m J fit 

land tenure, inheritance and matrimonial cases, The study how 

involved in adjudicating criminal cases ranging from burglary t 

expansion of 'modernization' people' s loyalty and preferen I th 

days , This does not mean the government courts won the pe pie' 

prefer the traditional courts due to its effec ti veness and ffi ien y in r 

maintaining and reducing tension as in the Gada ystem am ng th 

(Bassi, 1992) and Weliso Oromo of south west Shewa (Dejene, 2 2 , 

in ' di pUI' and ill 

11 rIll 

The current status of the traditional courts often di ffers in many way fr m that \ hal it \ a in 

the past due to large-scale migration of the people ou t f Ki tan -land 

urbanization, and the spread of 'modernization' , These fa t r br ught e eral 

problems for the Kistane, such as, consumerism, alcoholi sm and amblin ', The e PI' blem 

be seen as the most serious challenges for the Kistane Sera, The de li ni ng ~ ature r P 

loyalty to their custom due to the expansion of modem education and the late t de el pmenl 

new personality makes the traditional institution with minimum offi ce and minimum an ti n 

unable to manage conflicts properly, On the contrary, th g ernment m !ern judi iar 

institutions have the advantage of coercive fo rces and vari ety of en ~ r ing m hani m , 

such reasons people especially for criminal cases began to prefer the go ernment urt ~ r 

adj udicati on, 

Recently the Kistane Sera witnessed a significant change in its long hi to 10 b pr 

codification of the customary law. Due to an increasing number of lransgres ion and p 
e an e the Ki tall , . ld decI'ded to codi fy the CLl t m, 

negltgence towards theIr custom, e ers 
. h d'fi d I The change is mai nl y dir t d 10\ ard 

Sera changing pattern 111 t e co I Ie aw, 
, ' d I't In the codified era the major;t 
Issues and modem Ideas of gen er equa I y, 

malrim l1 i I 

102 



linked to cases in relation to marriage and wedding cer m n 

prevention of harmful traditional practices and natural re our 

To conclude, the Kistane traditional political system, a n ted cl 

changes especially after incorporation. However, the system 
und 

social, cultural and economic life of the people. As th r ann t I It I 

continuity, the Kistane Sera continued relevance differs betwe n di f~ r nt fi Id 

life . The study shows that the Sera plays strong role in judiciary pra ti 

111 

ntinui t \ ith 

the pas t. Sera's involvement in 'modern' development pr j t i a 11 

changing role of the institution. 

fun ti n tht I 

At this junction, it is worth to mention the relevance of the pr Ll al appr a h in anlhl I 

As indicated in the literature part, the approach is rei va llI in c, plaini n I tra il m ut I I un I 

conti nuity of the Kistane wider political system in it's time immem ri al hi t r . in tigati n 

showed that, the Sera has been transforming itself to adopt th hanging iluali n . 
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