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Abstract 

This study is all about the ethnic identity of the Qemant people in Chilga woreda, North 
Gondar zone. Despite few researches have been done so far on the Qemant, they mainly 
focused on the ethnographic account of the people; only the objective cultural content of 
the people is addressed. The objective versus the subjective aspects of Qemant ethnic 
identity; its content versus boundary; and the internal versus the external factors that 
dichotomized the Qemant ethnic identity are largely not discussed. Likewise, the changes 
versus continuities of the contents and boundary of Qemant ethnic identity together with 
the factors behind are not uncovered. So, this study tried to address all such issues jointly 
with an overview of Qemant ethnic identity in light of the constitutional ethnic rights of 
the country. Qualitative research methods such as semi structured interview, focus group 
discussions, key informant interviews, life history narrations and observation were 
employed to generate data. But published and unpublished materials were also used as 
secondary sources. 

The Qemant were once a closely knit ethnic group with its own ethnic identity markers. 
The moiety based ethnic organization and the associated marriage rules; the kemantney 
language, the traditional political structure and their religion all served as the basic 
integrative and ethnic boundary maintaining mechanisms. In addition to this, the internal 
social networks and the self ascription of the people internally solidified their ethnic 
identity. Externally, the nature of the economic system and religious difference together 
with the prejudiced ascription and identification of their Amharan neighbors once 
dichotomized the Qemant ethnic identity. However, following the massive 
Christianization movement launched in the area during the 1960s both the internal and 
external factors that dichotomized the Qemant ethnic identity get ruptured. This initial 
kick together with other contingent factors further weakens their ethnic identity. Today, 
except the near extinct kemantney language and their "hega libona" religion almost all 
the objective identity markers of the people are wiped out. The subjective identity 
markers are reflected in different ways. Ethnic members reflect their ethnic feelings and 
subjectively associate themselves to those extinct objective markers in various ways. 
Some ethnic members identify themselves as "A{entd qemant". On the other extreme are 
those who tried to conceal their ethnic identity and mostly identify themselves as an 
"Amhara". All these show the Qemant ethnic identity was constructed across the long 
time social, economic and political interactions they have with their Amhara neighbors; 
and the diffused nature of Qemant ethnic identity at the present time. 

ix 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

The study of ethnicity has relatively short history in social sciences in general and in 

Anthropology in particular (Fekadu, 2004: 12). Ethnicity in its full Sociological meaning 

is a very recent term which was not in general use in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and, with the clear exception of Weber (1968), no other classical sociologist 

employed this term in their works (Malesevic, 2004: 13). 

Since the 1960s, ethnicity has been one of the central concepts in social sciences. An 

important topic related to the study of ethnicity is the problem of ethnic identity (Irimato 

and Yamada, 2004:81). The concept of identity has been used in explanations of ethnicity 

on a sociological and also psychological level , and has often been interpreted as the 

underlying core of ethnic group identification and formation, as well as a recurring 

variable in inter ethnic relations (Abbink, 1984: 139). 

Recent concern with ethnic identity has derived in part from the ethnic revitalization 

movements in the 1960s. Growing awareness in society of differences associated with 

ethnic group membership has been accompanied by social movements leading to 

increased ethnic consciousness and pride (Phinney, 1990:499). In the Ethiopian context it 

was following the coming into power of the EPRDF led government in 1991 that issues 

of ethnicity and ethnic identity have got much emphasis in the political arena of the 

country. At present, due to the policy of ethnic restructuring and ethnic entitlement since 
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1991 there are nearly hundred ethnic based political parties that are legally registered in 

Ethiopia. 

Identity and ethnicity are associated with the process of changes in population and its 

culture. Groups and their cultures that have been handed down will change through 

contact with other groups and cultures. In this process, minority cultures; their languages 

in particular, are endangered; language and socio-cultural shifts may occur and original 

languages and socio-cultural practices may be disappeared (Phinney, 1990: 402). Hence, 

ethnic identity become at risk. 

Coming to the case at hand , the Amhara and the Qemant people co-habited the study 

area, Chiga woreda, with a significant degree of socio-cultural interaction leading to a 

change in the content of ethnic identity for the latter group. Inline with this, Gamst 

(1969:2-6) mentioned that "The Qemant are today undergoing marked cultural change 

toward the patterns of culture of the Amhara peasantry surrounding them. Today, the 

Qemant are on the verge of complete Amharization". 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

The Qemant people once described by Gamst (1969: 1) as "an ethnic group with their own 

distinct Pagan-Hebraic religion, indigenous political system, marriage rules and other 

socio-cultural features which makes them as distinct ethnic group with their own 

identity". 

The indigenous political structure of the Qemant formerly served as an integrative factor 

among ethnic members. Likewise, their religion was the focal point of this "closely knit 

ethnic group" (to use Gamst's word), providing its members with a sense of group 
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identity, reinforcing their basic values, and rigidly defining the social boundaries between 

them and their neighbors (basically the Amharans). Moreover, the moiety based social 

organization and associated marriage rules; moiety exogamy but ethnic endogamy, of the 

Qemant were strong boundary maintaining mechanisms. 

Nowadays, however, the situation is changed. The above-mentioned integrative and 

boundary-maintaining mechanisms ruptured leading to a rapid withering away of Qemant 

culture and ethnic identity. Their socio-cultural system that was the manifestation of their 

ethnic identity has dropped substantially following their mass religious conversion into 

Orthodox Christianity. The religious switching causes a great decrease of adherents to the 

original religion, which was intimately tied with the indigenous social structure. Simoons 

(1960:30) assured this in saying "in regions that were occupied a few hundred years ago 

by Agow-speaking K 'amant, people today are indignantly Amharic". 

Today not all of the Qemant speak their native Agaw dialect, called kemantney. In fact, 

according to the 1994 National Census of Ethiopia, the total number of the ethnicity's 

population as a whole was 172,324 out of which only 1,650 people still speak kemantney 

as their first language. Although different factors may determine it, Hudson (2003) stated 

that "A language with fewer than 10,000 speakers is assumed as endangered or likely to 

become extinct within a generation or so". Therefore, the kemantney language which 

was one of the most important ethnic identity markers of this people is dying out as most 

of their children, nowadays, only speak Amharic. As Zelalem (2003:20) mentioned, the 

extinction of a language is particularly distressing because in such a situation, not only 

the language perishes but also the cultural tradition expressed with it and the socio­

cultural or even ethnic independence,ofthe people who speak it. 
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"Where people change their ethnic identity, this creates ambiguity Sl11ce ethnic 

membership is at once a question of source of origin as well as of current identity" 

(Barth, 1969:29). In line with this, Stavenhagen (1996:94) also stated that "A secure 

identity provides a sense of well being, whereas a diffuse identity or a lack of a secure 

sense of identity, will lead to what is commonly termed as identity crisis; and sometimes 

personality breakdown". 

Despite all these, so far only few researches have been done concerning the Qemant 

people in general and their etlmic identity in particular. Gamst ' s research on the Qemant 

people mainly focused on the ethnographic account of the people and it was undertaken 

in 1969 while Simoons (1960) discussed a bit about the economic aspect of the people. 

The only one who in some way touched the issue under scrutiny was Zelalem (2003) who 

partly assessed their ethnic identity only using elements of language and religion . The 

other components (markers) of Qemant ethnic identity were largely left out of his work. 

Such essentials as myths of common descent, ethnic self identification, myths about the 

ethnic (collective) name, the individuals' sense of ethnic belongingness and awareness 

about their ethnic identity etc also needs examination. That means, both the objective and 

subjective components of Qemant ethnic identity have to be examined ~nce "Ethnic 

identity is not just a process whereby groups or individuals judge their ethnicity solely by 

objective physical criteria or on the basis of the culture in which they were born but the 

subjective nature of ethnic identity is also important" (Stephan, 1989:507). 

Moreover, such internal factors as sharing of common traits and internal social network; 

and external factors especially interaction with and ascription by other neighboring 

groups, in this case the neighboring Amhara people, should be examined. This is because 
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ethnic identity is dichotomized across such internal and external factors; we defi ne 

ourselves in large measure in terms of what we are not, and that derives from our 

experience of what others are and how we differ. Therefore, this research tri ed to address 

such issues and attempts to bridge the gaps. 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

1.3.1 General objective 

The general objective of the research is to examine the ethnic identity of the Qemant 

people li ving in Chilga woreda, North Gondar zone. 

1.3.2 Specific objectives 

Inline with the above general obj ective, the specific obj ectives of the research are to : 

a. Assess the basic objective and subjective elements that constitute the current 

ethnic identity of the Qemant people. 

b. Examine the changes and continuity 111 the content and boundary of Qemant 

ethnic identi ty; 

c. Identify the main factors behind the shift in Qemant elhnic boundary markers; and 

d. Examine Qemant ethnic identity in light of the constitutional etImic rights of the 

country. 

1.4 Rationale For the Selection of the Research Site 

Even if the Qemant people are found in the different woredas of North Gondar Zone such 

as Lay Armachiho, Qara, Dembiya, Metemma and Wogera; the place selected for the 

research was Chilga woreda which is located at a distance of 61 km. to the West of 
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Gondar town. This was because most of the remaining speakers of the Qemant language 

(kemantney) and remnant followers of the earlier Qemant religion currently live in and 

around Ayikel (the main town) . In addition, the majority of those "sacred trees", under 

which the Qemant religion is undertaken, are found in Chilga. 

1.5 Research Methods 

Throughout the literature, different scholars who studied the various aspects of ethnic 

identity basically depend on the quantitative research methods. To mention; Stephan 

(1989); Holmes and Lochman (2009) ; Umana-Taylor, et al. (2008); Worrell, et al. (2006) ; 

Gonzalez et al (2006); were some of them who heavily relied on questionnaire and 

statistical correlation methods. Likewise, most of the researches done merely relied on 

the information gained from the concerned etlmic members without taking into account 

the view of members in the respective neighboring ethnic groups. 

Concerning the commonly employed methodological trend in studying ethnic identity, 

Syed and Azmitia (2008:1014) stated that: 

The methods used for studying etlmic identity have been narrow in scope, 
with primary reliance on quantitative survey measures. A richer and more 
nuanced method may broaden our understanding of how ethnic identity 
processes are linked to the context of ethnic identity. The analysis of 
personal narrative provides an ideal opportunity to accomplish this goal. 

It was, therefore, by accepting this suggestion that I used the narrative approach which is 

qualitative in its nature; and by considering both the Qemant and neighboring Amhara 

etlmic members that this thesis tried to address the issues under investigation. This is 

because etlmic identity is a socially constructed phenomenon which arises from the 
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economic, political and social interactions that a group entertains with other neighboring 

groups. 

The other methodological stance is that etlmic self-identification is clearly an essential 

starting point in examining ethnic identity. "The failure to assess self-identification with 

any group raises the possibility that the studies include subjects who did not consider 

themselves members of the group in question" (Phinney, 1990:504). Therefore, in this 

research, the study participants were first asked the question: What is your ethnic 

identity? Once their "ethnic self-identification" has been made known such qualitative 

research methods as: semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, key informant 

interviews and life histories were employed to collect first hand data. These methods are 

described below. 

1.5.1 Primary Sources 

1.5.1.1 Semi Structured Interviews 

This method was used to collect data concerning the objective and subjective elements 

that constitute the identity of the Qemant people. This was because the information 

gained in each interview can be compared and contrasted so that the basic socio-cultural 

distinction of the Qemant could be assessed. 

For this reason, a total of sixty Qemant people were selected and interviewed. Informants 

were categorized into five groups based on their locality. The first two groups each 

constituting eighteen informants were from Ayikel and Saraba (sub town thirteen 

kilometers to the west of Ayikel). The rest of the groups with a total of twenty four 

informants were from tlu'ee rural kebeles that are adjacent to the main town; eight 
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informants were selected from each kebeles. One of these kebeles is known as Tabar 

Saraqo, ten kilometers to the North and West of Ayikel where the majority of those 

unbaptized Qemants who follow the remnants of earlier religion and tradition are 

currently living. These people identified themselves and were identified by others (the 

Amhara and Christian Qemants) as "awuralwana Qemant" (original Qemants). The 

second rural kebele is named Laza-Bulladgie, eleven kilometers to the North-East of 

Ayikel , in which the majority of the residents basically identify themselves and were 

identified by the surrounding Qemant people as an Amhara. It was selected due to the 

perception that the residents might be early Christianized Qemants. The last group of 

informants were from Nara-Awudarda which is another adjoining area ten kilometers to 

the East of Ayikel. 

Informants were selected in such a way so as to look how Qemant ethnic identity is 

constructed across urban and rural settings. The reason behind choosing the main town 

and adjacent rural areas was because of the fact that etlmic identity is meaningful mainly 

in situations in which two or more ethnic groups are in contact over a period of time. And 

it is most likely that one can find people from different ethnic background in such areas. 

For the purpose of the study, informants were categorized in to four age groups as youths 

(18 to 28 years old), early adults (from 29 to 39), late adults. (from 40 to 49) and elders 

(50 and above). Informants were arranged in such a way; because, as it is manifested in 

various literatures such things as ethnic self-identification; attitude towards one's ethnic 

group; ethnic involvement and sense of belonging etc, vary across generational 

difference. In fact, Phinney (1990:509) had stated that "studies of generational 

differences in ethnic identity have shown a fairl y consistent decline in ethnic group 
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identifi cation in latter generations [ ... ]". Therefore, ten info rmants from each of the first 

th ree age category and thirty from the last category, with a total of sixty info rmants were 

in terv iewed using an interview guide which basically aimed at identify ing the changes in 

the obj ecti ve and subjecti ve elements of the Qemant ethnic identity. 

The other vari able considered in selecting info rmants was the level of education of 

info rmants. Concerning their educational level info rmants were categorized as ' educated ' 

and ' uneducated ' to refer to those who had an experience in the ' modern education' and 

those who did not have respective ly. Thi s was because, as it is refl ected in vari ous works 

(see Rogier et aI. , 1980 and Phinney, 1990) the fee ling of ethnic identity among ethni c 

members varies across thi s va ri able. Specifi cally in the case at hand, the uneducated 

study participants tend to consider ethnicity and religion as one and the same (being 

Orthodox Chri sti an means becoming an Amhara). But the educated ones view the two as 

diffe rent. Half of the total info rmants were educated most of whom (twenty six 

info rmants) were living in the town while the rest half were the uneducated out of which 

twenty informants were residents in the above mentioned rural areas. 

In selecting informants based on the above mentioned vari ables, the socio-economi c 

status of info rmants was also considered. This is because of the fact that ethni c identity 

might also vary depending on the socio-economic status position of ethnic members. 

Indeed, Makabe (1979 cited in Phinney, 1990:5 10) affirmed that "ethnic identity is 

negati vely related to the occupational mobility of subj ects" . So, informants from Ayikel 

and Saraba towns were selected across their socio-economic status; in accordance with 

the common perception of the people in the area. Thus, eighteen of the info rmants were 

those who were identified as people who belong to a higher socio-economic status. These 

9 



were mainly the white co ll ar wo rkers and business men/women. The other eighteen 

info rmants were identifi ed as people hav ing a low socio-economic status who were the 

uneducated mostl y engaged in low income generating activ ities such as selling local beer 

and street vending. 

Generally, a total of sixty info rmants were selected and interviews conducted to look in 

to the nature of ethnic identity across such variables as; age, level of education, locality 

of residence and socio-economic status. Across such vari ables, men and women are 

equall y represented. Thi s was because ethnic identity is so complex and multidimensional 

that it vari es according to the context and the characteri stics of the ethnic members. 

Info rmants were selected with the help of two ex perts working in Culture and Touri sm 

Offi ce of the Woreda. The other person who he lped me in identi fy ing informants was an 

interested man in the research obj ecti ve who was from Qemant ori gin and served as a 

teacher fo r the last twenty years around the area. The latter has also an experi ence in 

facilitating the process of identify ing informants when a researcher from Addi s Ababa 

University was conducting research on the Qemant language around the area. However, 

once contacting and building relationship with some of the informants, I also used the 

method of interpersonal network to select some other informants in accordance with the 

already set selection criteri a. 

In addition to those informants from Qemant origin, semi structured interviews were also 

conducted with twenty non Qemant residents; all of whom were from the neighboring 

Amhara ethnic group. Ten of these informants were selected from Ayikel and Saraba, 

based on the duration of their residence in the towns. So, those who had lived for twenty 

years and above were interviewed since they might know better about the nature of socio-
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cultural interactions between the two groups. Half of these informants were business men 

and women who mainly relied on the main trade route that extends from the towns of 

Gondar to Mettema which crosses Ayikel. But the remaining are civil servants working in 

the town. The other ten informants were recruited from the above mentioned rural kebeles 

so as to get a highlight about the nature of interactions between the two groups in rural 

areas. All of these rural informants were engaged in agriculture but the two also serve as 

priests in the nearby Orthodox churches. The Amhara informants were interviewed using 

another interview guide which focused on the nature of socio-cultural relations and 

interactions between the Qemant and the neighboring Amhara as well as on how they 

mutually identified each other. This is because ethnic identity is dichotomized following 

the socio-cultural interactions between different ethnic groups. It is a dual process that is 

determined both by the group members and important outsiders. 

1.5.1.2 Focus Group Discussions 

Focus Group Discussion was the other method that was employed to collect other 

relevant data. This method was selected because the feeling of being 'ethnic' might vary 

according to the situations the informants are in and the people they are with. So, I found 

this method typical to cross check and enrich the information gained from each individual 

interview. A total of four FGDs were conducted, each contained eight participants. Two 

of the focus groups constituted those with the age of fifty and above, one for the 

'educated' and the other for the 'uneducated'. The other two focus groups were arranged 

based on the socio-economic status of participants, one for those identified as having high 

status position while the other for those in low status position. Therefore, the FGD 

participants were selected considering their level of education and socio-economic status 
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position. Although it was planned to equally represent men and women in all of the 

FGDs, unfortunately all of the volunteers were men. Participants were selected with the 

help of the kebele chairmen and the above mentioned facilitators who were always 

behind me in time of my need. The FGD participants were first introduced about the aim 

of the discussion and then invited to discuss on such topics as: the nature of changes in 

the content of the Qemant ethnic identity and the factors behind the change. On average 

each of the FGDs took one and half hours which were conducted in the kebele 's 

conference hall with refreshment provided at the end of the discussion. 

1.5.1.3 Key Informant Interviews 

In addition to semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, I also used key 

informants interview. It is natural to find some individuals in any society that have 

special knowledge about the socio cultural practices of the society where they are in. So, 

for Antlu'opological studies, even for others, the contribution of such people as an 

informant would be a lot. Accordingly, based on my request, ten informants were 

identified by the facilitators as those having special knowledge and experience in what 

was perceived by the people as the distinctive feature of the Qemant people. Out of these 

informants, I selected only five, after my first interview, considering their ability to 

elaborate and create contexts in answering questions. All of the key informants were 

above the age of sixty; two of whom were women living in Ayikel, the other three were 

men in Saraba, Tabar Saraqo and Nara-Awudarda (one from each place). Therefore, 

through out the field work time, I repeatedly contacted these informants for the further 

elaboration of facts when I faced some ambiguities, paradoxes and fragmented 

information from other informants. 
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1.5.1.4 Life History 

For a better understanding of the subj ecti ve e lements of ethni c identity parti cul arl y the 

indi viduals' awareness of the ir ethni c identity and their sense of belonging to and 

identi fica ti on with the Qemant ethnic ity, the life hi story method was a lso employed. Fo r 

thi s purpose, s ix informants were selected: two yo uths aged twenty two (one boy and one 

girl ); two adul ts with the age of forty two and forty seven (both men); and two e lders at 

the age of s ixty and e ighty one; a woman and a man respective ly. These were selected out 

of the a lready inte rviewed sixty Qemant informants under semi structured interview. 

Those whom I considered their case will better illustrate the issues at hand, and also those 

considered as hav ing well articul ator skill were invited to recount their li fe hi story 

themse lves. Here, the indi vidual li fe hi stori es did not necessaril y cover the whole span of 

the ir life. But it was la rgely limited to the main aspects they ex peri enced being Qemant. 

As such, the results gained are presented as indi vidual case studies towards the end of the 

analysis part. 

1.5.1.5 Direct Observation 

Besides coll ecting data using the above methods, throughout the fi e ld work time, I al so 

tri ed to observe those aspects which might give additional insight into the issues under 

investigation- ethnic identity. I attempted to look into the nature of socio-cultural 

interaction among the people at the market places, local beer houses and churches . 

Likewise, I tried to observe the body languages (such as gestures and facial expressions) 

of the informants at the time of the interview. Moreover, the life style and settlement 

pattern of the res idents were also observed. 
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Generally, therefore, the basic data of the research was co llected using the methods of: 

semi-structured interview (with sixty Qemant and twenty non Qemant info rmants); Focus 

group di scussion (Four foc us groups, each contained of eight parti cipants); key info rmant 

intervi ew (with five info rmants) ; li fe hi stori es (of six individuals se lected out of the 

already interviewed info rmants); and observation. In a ll of these methods, the objective 

of the research was communicated to the informants so that the requi red data were 

coll ected based on the info rmed consent of the study participants. In addition, the 

research agenda was also explained for the concerned government offi cials in the 

woreda. 

1.5.2 Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources of info rmati on were consulted in order to articulate related literature 

and to examine Qemant ethni c identity in light of the constitutional ri ghts given to 

diffe rent ethnic groups in the country. So, both published and unpublished materials such 

as books, journals, and Articles were used. These secondary sources enabled to deepen 

and supplement those fi rst hand data collected in the field. 

1.6 Fieldwork Situation and Experiences 

Unluckily, it is common to read the dry ethnographic accounts of the people with whom 

Anthropologists are working with. Most of the time the various encounters, the ups and 

downs, and the experiences of Anthropologists in the fi eld are just like a closed book; not 

refl ected in their work. I believe such fi eld encounters and experiences are not less than 

the major issue intended to be addressed in the research. So, in thi s section I tried to 

describe the fi eld work situation that I ex perienced as a student researcher. The time that I 
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spent in the field was two months; from 21112/2009 up to 21 /02/2010. Based on the types 

of activities done in the field thi s time period was divided into three phases. 

The first phase extended from 21112/2009 up to 30/ 12/2009 which was the first week of 

my field time, especially the time of field entry during which 1 undertook some major 

activities. First, [ introduced myself and the research agenda to some concerned people in 

the town. Specially, 1 went to the Woreda and Kebele Office of Administration and 

communicated my research objectives to the respective office administrators. In addition, 

1 met experts working at the Culture and Tourism Office of the Woreda and explained 

why I was there. All these were to get their assistance in time of necessity. Secondly, by 

walking through the main and supplementary roads of the town I tried to observe the 

general layout of the town, the location and direction of different government offices, 

religious centers and market places. 1 tried to acquaint myself with the general physical 

layout of the research area. Thirdly, in order to accustom myself to the common socio­

cultural and normative system of the area, I tried as much as possible to get and talk to 

different people. Those houses in which lelia (local beer) is sold were my favorite places 

where [ met with different people. Specially, on Thursdays and Saturdays which are 

market days in the area such houses are crowded by people coming from different 

sections of the rural areas where 1 get important information when they talk to each other. 

For example, the way they talk and express ideas, the words they use, the various 

economic, political and socio-cultural issues they raise were among some to mention. The 

most important information that I found and used in approaching my interviewee 

throughout the field work was the commonly known greeting expression in kemantney 

language which says "dangergina" which means 'how are you/how do you do ' and the 
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associated response "mizegcina wang" which is an equivalent of ' be God praised ' . 

Finally, I modified the original interview guide by incorporating some other important 

questions (see Appendix). Likewise, an attempt was made to correct the nature of word 

usage in the Amharic version of the guide; considering whether it could be easily 

understood or not by the informants. 

The second phase of the field work lasted from January 112010 to February 16/2010; 

during which I collected almost all of the basic data of the research using the qualitative 

methods discussed above. The last one was field exit period which took only four days 

after the end of the second phase. This was the time for doing some finishing tasks such 

as the collection of some officially organized or documented profiles of the research site 

among which the woreda and zonal maps of the research area were the crucial ones. I had 

also the last refreshment with those people who were behind me at the time of the field 

work. 

The field work was not free from any challenges and strains. First and foremost the 

sensitive nature of the issue at hand was my first difficulty in approaching informants. I 

have learned practically that building rapport and getting acceptance among the study 

participants needs time, courage and effort from a researcher. The other major challenge 

that I faced in the field was the difficult and tiresome travel on foot in getting the rural 

informants. Associated with this, there was also some failures and postponement of 

interview appointments (for various reasons) on the side of my informants. The boredom 

transcription of recorded interviews, most of the time I did every night, was the other one. 

What should be noted is the facility problems: the intermittent supply of water and 

electric power provision in the town. Finally, the absence of mobile phone network 
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coverage was the other problem that largely hindered my communi cati on both with my 

info rmants and facilitators there; and with my classmates who were doing their fi eld 

works in di fferent areas of the country. Ex peri ence sharing might have been my benefi ts 

from my co lleagues. 

1. 7 Significance of the Study 

The study would add some info rmation to the ethnographic study of Ethiopia. It would 

also serve as an input for further research that would be undertaken on the Qemant 

people. 

1.8 Scope and Limitations of the Study 

The study of ethnic identity is a broad subj ect matter. It is di ffi cult to address a ll iss Ll es in 

such a small research project. Therefore, thi s research is limi ted both in pl ace and scope. 

As it is mentioned in section 1.4, a lthough the Qemant people are fo und in diffe rent parts 

of North Gondar Zone of the Amhara Regional State, th is study is confi ned to those 

Qemant li ving in Chilga woreda. 

The thesis has some limitations. First, out of the fo ur focus group disc Ll ssions, the two 

were originally planned to be undertaken with those study participants in the rura l s ide. 

Unfortunately, all the four were conducted with those residents of the main town 

(Ayikel). Because the time of my fi eld work co incided with the harvesting season which 

made it di fficult to conduct FGD with the rural people who are engaged in agriculture. 

Thi s would have possibly limited the further enrichment of the data collected. Secondl y, 

ethnic identity is so fluid and dynamic across place, time and context that despite an 
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effort was made to consider di ffe rent vari ables, throughout the research, it will be 

diffi cul t to say that the thesis full y capture the issue under investi gati on. 

1.9 Description of the Study Area 

Chilga is one of the twenty fo ur woredas in North Gondar Zone and Ay ikel is its capital. 

It is located at a di stance of6 1 km. to the west of Gondar, the Zo nal city, and 23 7 km . to 

the north of Bahirdar, the regional capital city. Latitudinall y, Chilga is located between 

12° E and 13° 30 'N and approx imately at 37° E longitude (Aychew, 2001 :2). Chil ga 

covers an area of 251 ,100 hectares (Zelalem, 2003:53). It is found along the main trade 

and commercial route from Gondar to Metemma across the Ethio-Sudanese boarder. 

The woreda has an admini strat ive area constituting fo rty-three rural and fo ur town 

kebeles. Acco rding to the 1994 Ethiopian Housing and Populati on Census Chilga had a 

population of 166,086 whil e Ay ikel the admini strati ve center had a populati on of 8,364. 

The same Census indicated that the tota l number of the ethnicity's populati on (those 

living in the region as a whole) was 172,324; and those whose first tongue was 

kemantney numbered 1,650 whil e the rest 3,450 had the first tongue of their Amhara 

neighbors, Amharic. But there is no specific data compil ed for those Qemant people 

living in Chilga woreda. From these figures one could easil y understand that they are 

small in size compared to the neighboring Ambara. Indeed, the 2007 Nati onal Census of 

tbe country did not li st the Qemant people as a separate ethni c group and so did not at all 

compiled specifi c data about the people. But it es timated the total size of the population 

of the woreda to be 22 1,36 1 out of which 20,73 9 people were fo und in the urban while 

200, 622 were in the rural areas . Until very recentl y the Beta Israe li ("Fa lassa") people 
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also constituted an important portion of the populati on of the area. However, their mass 

exodus to Israe l in the 1990 ' s has reduced their number drasti ca ll y. 

The language of the Qemant peo ple is known as Kemantney. According to Zelalem 

(2003 :30) Kemantney (western Agew) together with its sister languages, Bilen of Eretri a 

(northern Agew), Ximt' alJa of Wollo (eastern Agew), and AWlJ i of Gojjam (southern 

Agew) consti tute the central Cushiti c language fa mily, traditionall y call ed Agew. 

The dominant religion in the area is Orthodox Chri stianity, then Islam and there are also a 

few Qemants practi cing the earlier religion. In theworeda there are fi ve monasteries, 153 

churches and 22 1 schools. Likewise many Muslim shrines are also fo und (Aychew, 

200 1:3). 

As per the info rmation gained from the Woreda 's Offi ce of Information, the topography 

of the area is dominated by rugged terrain . The mean annual temperature ranges between 

11-32° c and the annual rainfa ll vary fro m 995-1175 mm. And 67% of the area is koLla 

(tropical climate) while the rest (33%) is characteri zed by woyena dega (temperate) 

climati c conditions. The inhabitants of the woreda especiall y those living in the rural 

areas are peasants whose livelihood is agriculture while those in the town are civi l 

servants and businessmen and women. 

1.10 Organization of the Paper 

The study is divided into fi ve chapters. The first chapter is an introductory one which 

includes the background of the study, statement of the problem, the general and specific 

objectives, the rationale fo r the selection of the research site, the methods employed and 
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its justifi cati ons; the signifi cance, scope and lim itat ions of the study, and fin all y the 

desc ripti ons of the study area. 

The second chapter foc uses on the rev iew of re lated literatures which bas ica ll y a imed at 

assess ing the co nceptua l and theoretica l approaches about ethni c identi ty . The fo rms, 

contents and dynamic nature of ethni c identity are also scrutini zed. The nex t two chapters 

consist of the ana lys is part. The third chapter a ims at showing the obj ecti ve and 

subj ecti ve e lements of Qemant ethnic identity whil e the fo urth one essentially dictates the 

internal and externa l factors that dichotomized the ethnic identity of the people and the 

major fac tors behind its weakening. Finally, the summary part presents a hi ghli ght of 

what was said in the prev ious chapters. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2.1 CONCEPTUAL REVIEW AND THEORITECAL APPROACH ES 

There are many concepts for whi ch definiti ons are problemati ca l. " Ethni c identity", 

"ethnic group" and "ethni city" are three such (Royce, 1982: 17). Likewise, Berhanu 

(2008: I ) maintained that " there is no genera ll y agreed definiti on or theory of ethni city 

[and ethni c identity]; scholars define and describe the term in vari ous ways [ ... ]". Ethnic 

terminologies reflect not onl y a certain amount of conceptual confusion but a lso the 

vari ous ideo logical frames of reference and the different theo reti cal approaches in whi ch 

these terms are commonly used (Stavenhagen, 1996 : 18). The following quotati on from 

Vaughan (2003:43) will give a better insight: 

' Ethni city' remains a mobile te rm (G lazer & Moynihan 1975), meaning 
di fferent things to di ffe rent people. ' Ethnic' or ' ethni c group ' has been 
used to mean: race; spec ifi c major races ; socio-cultural groups; sub-groups 
living among others in a fo reign country; or, a group of peo ple who 
'contrast themse lves or are contrasted by others, on the basis primaril y of 
sharing certain cultural criteria such as language, beliefs and values, 
religion or hi story' who mayor may not share geographical contiguity' 
and ' racial characteri stics' (du Toit 1978:1-4). 

It is in the sense of the last alternatives mentioned in the above quotati on that thi s thes is 

intended to address the issues under investigation. Here below, an attempt is made to 

review important concepts and theories that a re re levant to examine the research subject. 

Ethnic groups are hi stori cally gIven collectivities which have both objecti ve and 

subj ective characteristics, that is, their members acknowledge sharing common traits such 

as language, culture or reli gion, as well as a sense of belonging (Stavenhagen, 1996:4). 

Such groups exist over time, even as they emerge and may well change and di sappear. 

Ethnic boundaries are socially constructed and may be more or less permeable (Ibid : 40). 
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Membership criteri a by members and nonmembers mayor may not be the same, and the 

creati on and maintenance of the ethnic boundary within which members play acco rding 

to s imilar and continuing rul es is a major aspect of the phenomenon (Cohen, 1978:386) . 

An ethni c group is a type of cultura l coll ectiv ity, one that emphas izes the role of myths of 

descent and hi storica l memori es, and that is recogni zed by one or more cultura l 

di ffe rences like reli gion, customs, language or institutions. Such co ll ecti viti es are do ubl y 

hi stori ca l in the sense that not only are hi storica l memories essenti a l to their continuance 

but each such ethni c group is the product of specific hi storical fo rces and is therefore 

subj ect to hi sto rica l change and di ssolution (S mith, 199 1 :20). It is a reference group 

in voked by people who share a common hi stori ca l style, based on overt features and 

values, and who, through the process of interacti on with others, identi fy themse lves as 

sharing that style (Royce, 1982: 18). 

Horowitz ( 1985 cited in Smith 199 1 :22) has linked ethnic groups to 'Super-fa mili es' of 

' fictive descent ' because members vi ew their ethni e (the French term used to refer an 

ethnic community or ethnic group) as composed of interrelated families, fo rming one 

huge 'famil y ' linked by mythi cal ties of fili ations and ancestry. With out such descent 

myths it is diffi cult to see ethnies surviving for any length of time. The sense of ' whence 

we came' is central to the definition of ' who we are ' . 

Ethni c group members often recogni ze that they have an hi storical ti e to one another that 

precedes or is external to those societies in which they now find themse lves. Thi s tie is 

refl ected in a common language that facilitates communication and maintains soli dari ty 
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and in forms of famil y li fe and social organi za ti on that make group members fee l 

common or shared understanding of interpersonal relations (Cohen, 1978 :398). 

"There are SIX mall1 features of an ethnie". These are: a co ll ecti ve name, which 

symboli zes the uniqueness of the community and demarcates it from others; a myth of 

common origins, which relates all the members to a common ancestor; a shared ethno­

hi story, that is, the shared memori es of success ive generations of a culture-community; 

one or more common cultural characteri stics which can serve to demarcate members 

from non-members, such as language, customs, religion, and institutions; an association 

with a hi stori c territory, or homeland, even where most of the community no longer 

res ides in it; and a sense of so lidarity on the part of at least a significant segment of tbe 

culture-community (Harri s,1995: 133). 

As the several attributes of an ethnie come together and become more intense and sa li ent, 

so does the sense of ethnic identity and of ethnic community. The more a given 

population possesses or shares the attributes, the more close ly does it approx imate the 

idea l type of an ethnic community or ethnie (Smith, 199 1 :21-23).There are three main 

kinds of ethnic community in the hi storical record . These are : ethno-lingui stic 

communities, in which language is the most salient and vital element in the definiti on of 

ethnicity and the mobili zation of ethnic sentiments; ethno-religious communities, which 

have been defined and have defined themselves, primarily in terms of religious beli efs, 

practices, and symbols; and ethno-political communities, that have defined themselves, 

and been defined, by hi storical memori es and political traditi ons (Harri s, 1995: 133-34). 
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Cohen (1978 :386) ex pla ined ethni city as "a set of socio-cultural fea tures that differentiat 

ethni c groups fro m one another" . He directly stated: "ethnic ity is a seri es of nesting 

di chotomi zat ions of inclusiveness and excl usiveness". In additi on, Weber (1968:389 

cited in Malesevic 2004:25) defined ethni c groups as: 

Those human groups that entertain a subj ective belief in the ir common 
descent because of similariti es of physical type or of customs or both, or 
because of memori es of co loni za ti on and migration; conversely, it does 
not matte r whether or not an objective blood relationship ex ists. 

Irimato and Yamada (2004: 11 ) used the term ethnos to refer to a group of people who are 

considered to have common features among them while not sharing said features with 

outsiders. "Common features" refers to their language, culture, o ri gin and hi story, as well 

as people ' s recognition of these features. They also ex pla ined ethnicity as the entirety of 

features which an indi vidual, belonging to a certain group, distinguishes hi s own group 

from others, and which makes this group unique. 

Barth defi ned ethnic gro ups by its re lations to other groups; by its boundary not by what 

he called " the cultural stuff that it encloses" . It is seen as a form of social organization in 

which the critical feature is the characteristics of self-ascripti on and ascription by others. 

He openl y stated it as: " [ ... ] ethnic groups are categories of ascripti on and identifi cation 

by the actors themselves, and thus have the characteristic of organi zing interaction 

between people." To the extent that actors use ethnic identities to categori ze themselves 

and others for purposes of interact ion, they fo rm ethnic groups in thi s organizational 

sense (Barth, 1969: 1 0-15). There must be a "significant other" , because ethnic groups are 

always in relational. There is always a "we" and "us" in relati on to a "you" and " them" 

and the relation ship is usua lly in flux , rather than stagnant (Mesfi n, 2006:8) 

24 



Barth ' main contribution is to urge a shi ft away fro m di scu s ions of the content of ethni c 

identity through considerati ons of ethni c markers such as dress, food, language and so on, 

towards a conside rati on of the boundari es that mark the limits of such co ntents. Thi s is 

because; bounda ri es pers ist despite a fl ow of personnel and info rmat ion across them. 

Secondl y, such gro ups cannot ex ist in isolati on but onl y in contras t to other such groups 

(Banks, 1996 : 12) . 

Ethni c boundaries are patterns of social interacti on that give ri se to, and subsequentl y 

re info rce, in gro up members' se lf identifi cati o n and outside rs' co nfirmation of group 

di stincti ons. Ethni c boundari es are therefore better understood as soc ia l medium s through 

whi ch associati on transpires rather than as territori a l demarcations (Sa nders, 2002:327). 

In another image the boundary can be seen as the di alec ti ca l synthes is of internal thes is 

and externa l antithesis (Jenkins, 1996: 1 12). 

hom the above, one can unclerstand that some theori sts advocate the importance of the 

co ntent of an ethnic identity and has consequentl y ignored the bound ary around it. Others 

focus on the boundary rather than the content, not dea ling about what goes on w ithin 

those boundaries. Still for some other theori sts the content of an ethnic identity is as 

important as the boundary around it. Indeed, Vaughan (2003:41-42) mentioned thi s as: 

The debate between those who stress the cultura l content of ethnicity, and 
those who emphasizes the salience (or otherwise) of ethnic boundari es and 
divisions, has been a number of incarnations, and continues to exercise 
anthropologists. It was sparked by Fredrik Barth (1 970), whose 
introduction to hi s edited coll ecti on Ethni c Groups and Bounda ri es set out 
a preference fo r a focus not on the cul tural 'contents' of ethni c identity, 
but on the boundari es that 'contain ' the group . 

Ethnic boundari es function to determine identity options, membership compos ition and 

s ize, and fo rm of ethnic organizati on. Bounclaries answer the questi on: who are we? 
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Culture provides the content and meanll1g of ethnicity; it animates and authenti cates 

ethnic boundaries by providing a hi story, ideo logy, symboli c uni verse, and systems of 

meaning. Culture answer the question: what are we? (Nagel, 1994: 162) Likewi se, Royce 

( 1982: 18-19) ex plicated about the continuous interaction between contents and 

boundari es in saying: "If we are to understand ethnic behav ior without shutting our eyes 

to its complex ity and ambiguity, we must pay equal attention to the two contras ting 

features [i.e. content and boundary]". Therefo re, it is in line with thi s pos ition that thi s 

thes is focused both on the cultural content and boundary of ethnic identity concerning the 

Qemant people. 

An ethnic group is a phenomenon that gives ri se to: social organi za ti on; an objecti ve 

phenomenon that provides the structure for the ethnic community, and identity; a 

subjective phenomenon that gives to individuals a sense of belonging and to the 

community a sense of oneness and hi storical meaning (I sajiw, 1990:35). 

In addition to the content-boundary divi sion, Royce (1982:8) also makes clear abo ut the 

dichotomy ex isting between objective versus subj ective definitions of ethnic identity. 

Objective defi nitions require material demonstrati on of ethnic identity such as language, 

phenotype, dress, religious beliefs, foods etc. Subjective definitions revolve around 

ideological positions (e.g. identification to a group). Still there are other definitions what 

he call ed "composite defi nition" which composed both objective and subjecti ve elements. 

Besides, the objective-subjective dichotomy in definitions, the descripti on of ethnic 

identity is also dependent upon theoreti cal contexts. 
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Anthropologica l uses of " identity" are ambi guous. In one ens , th term refers to 

properti es of uniqueness and individuality, the es enti al differences making a person 

di stinct from all others, a in "se lf-identity". In another sense, it refer to qualities of 

sameness, in that persons may assoc iate them elves, or be assoc iated by others, with 

groups or categori es on the bas is of some sa li ent common features as in the case of ethnic 

identity (Ba rnard and Spencer, 2002: 292). It is in thi s latter sense that the identity of the 

Qemant people was addressed in thi s thesis. Ethnic identity is the sum total of fee lings on 

the part of group members abo ut those va lues, symbols, and common hi stories that 

identi fy them as a di stinct group (Royce, 1982: 18). 

Ethnic group identity is the result of internal factors (common life styles and shared 

beli ef'S), and the out come of the relati ons the group enterta ins with other di stinct but 

similarl y constituted groups and with the tate in any given country (Stavenhagen, 

1996:40). He further ex plained that: 

[E]thnic identity refers to an individual's consciousness of belonging to, 
and identificati on with the group of which he or she becomes a part in the 
process of growing up, the internali zation of values and symbols shared 
with other members of the group, and the common beliefs regarding the 
origins, descent, characteri stics, specificity and destiny of the group [Ibid: 
94]. 

"Ethnic identity is a person's conscious awareness that he belongs to a certa in ethnos 

based on ethnicity" (lrimato and Yamada, 2004: 11 ). For Isajiw (1990: 11 ) it is conceived 

as "a social psychological phenomenon that derives fro m membership in an ethnic 

group". Identity with reference to a group invo lves a sense of belonging to the group 

based on characteri stics shared by its members. Fundamental to group identity is the 

divi sion of people into "us" and "other". When group identity is defined in terms of 
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ethnic ori gin , it is referred to as ethnic identity (Li, et al. , 1995:343). On the other hand , 

.luang et al (2006: 543) consider ethnic identity as a dynamic, multidimensional construct 

that refers to one' s identity or sense of se lf as a member of an ethnic gro up. 

1rimoto and Yamada (2004:40 1) described identity as "etic or eml c recogni tion that 

certain attributes possessed by indi viduals belong to certain catego ri es . Recognition 

based on ethnicity that an indi vidual belongs to a specific group is ethnic identity". 

Lambert (1986, cited in Irimoto and Yamada, 2004:82) said "ethnic identity, one of a 

person' s identiti es, can be a frame of reference fo r soc ial prac ti ce in a multi-ethni c 

society". 

It seems reasonable to assume that identi ty, from a socio-cultural point of view, has to do 

with recurring di stincti ve characteri sti cs of persons or group which are apparent in their 

interacti on, as for example physical type, reli gion, language, sense of belonging, 

co llecti ve fo cus on country of origin or heritage and occupational speciali zation (Abbink, 

1984: 139). Ethnic identity describes that condition in whi ch a mass of people have made 

the same identi fi cation with ethnic symbols - have internali zed the symbols of the ethni c 

group - so that they may act as one psychological group when there is a treat to, or the 

possibility of enhancement of, these symbols of ethnic identity (Stavenhagen, 1996:95). 

Li and hi s colleagues in "Discourse on Migration and Ethnic Identity" (1995:343) used 

the term "ethni c identity" and "cultural identity" interchangeably justi fy ing that "shared 

ethnic identity usuall y implies common cultural heritage, although the reverse does not 

necessaril y hold". But, Dorais (1994 cited in Irimoto and Yamada 2004:82) di stingui shed 

cultural identity from ethnic identity. He regards the fo rmer concept as ' a fundamental 
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consciou ness of the spec ificity of the group to whi ch one be longs in terms of ways of 

li ving, customs, languages, va lues, etc. ' . It is re lated to a ll do mains of dail y li fe , but 

ethnic identity is a ' politicized cultural identity ' . The latter is ' connected with the 

politica l domain and becomes manifest in relati on to and confrontation with others wi thin 

the contex t ofa larger poli tica l arena or state'. 

As it is indicated above, ethnic identity is defi ned in many ways by di ffe rent scholars. 

Thi s shows the fact that there is no widely agreed on defini tion of the term and is 

indicati ve of confusion about the topic. The definiti ons presented above refl ect quite 

di ffe rent understandings or emphas is regarding what is meant by ethnic identity. Indeed, 

Phinney ( 1990:500) ex plained it as fo llows : 

Some writers considered self-identi fica ti on the key aspect [of ethni c 
identity]; others emphas ized fee lings of belonging and commi tment, the 
sense of shared va lues and atti tudes, or attitudes toward one's group. In 
contrast to the focus by these writers on attitudes and fee lings, some 
definiti ons emphasized the cultural aspects of ethnic identity: for example, 
language, behav ior, values, and knowledge of ethnic group hi story. 

The diffe rences in the definiti ons of ethnic identity are related to the di versity in how 

researchers have conceptualized ethnic identity and in the questions they have sought to 

answer (Ibid : 501). Since the objecti ve features of ethnic identi ty are assumed to be the 

bas is fo r the ascripti ve identifi cation of etlmic members towards their own ethnic group, 

in thi s thesis, both the obj ecti ve and subj ective elements of ethnic identi ty are considered 

in examining the ethnic identity of the Qemant people. 
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2.2 THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO ETHNICITY AND ETHNIC IDENTITY 

Although ethni city and ethni c identity were not the primary focus of their analysis, we 

can attribute the theoreti ca l basis for the issues of ethni city and ethni c identity to the 

founding fathers of Sociology and social Anthropology. 

For Marx who had con idered the " in fra tructure" or "economy" as the base and other 

institution including culture and ideas as "superstructure", it i easy to include ethnic 

identity in the sphere of superstructure. And since he had a sumed the economy as the 

driving force behind social change, ethnic identity would also be changed when the 

economic base of a soc iety is transform ed. Smith ( 199 1 :5-6) mentioned that, in Marx' s 

Sociology, class is the supreme indeed the onl y relevant co ll ective identity. And thi s class 

identity emerged from the sphere of prod ucti on and exchange. Thi s is what Malesev ic 

(2004: 14-18) referred: 

The hi storical ascendancy of class over ethnic identity; For Marx cla ·s 
consciousness remains a real potent force of social change while ethnic 
identities are no more. than an epiphenomenon, a second order rea lity, 
which will be transcended once a genuine communi st soc iety is 
establi shed . 

.Just as for Marx, ethnicity and ethnic identity was not a main focal point of Durkheim ' s 

work; he never explicitly dealt with thi s topic. However, the decline of ethnicity and 

ethnic identity with the arri va l of modernity; the nature of ethnic group so lidarity; and the 

perception of an ethnic group as a form of moral community wo uld be at the heart of 

Durkheim 's theory (Malesevic: 18-21 ). 

Weber (1968) is the only fo unding father of Sociology who explicitl y and ex tensive ly 

engaged with ethnic relations. Ethnicity as a form of tatus group and a mechani sm of 
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monopo li stic social clo ure and ethnic group form ati on through soc ial and political ac tion 

are among the central tenets of Weber' theory (ibid : 24). 

Nowadays, we can find vari ou theories that largely deal with ethnicity and ethi c identity 

as Bank (1996:47) put it: 

The theories dea lt with ethni city [and ethnic identity] large ly osc ill ated 
between a number of polar ex tremes: the indi vidual versus the gro up; the 
content of an ethnic identity versus it boundary; the primordi al gut 
fee ling of an identity versus its in -trumental expres ion; ethnicity as all­
inclusive genera l theo ry versus ethni city a a limited approach to 
parti cul ar probl ems. 

However, "the two fundamental theOl'ie that inform the study of ethnic identity are 

Primordiali sm and Circumstanti al ism (Matsuo, 1992:506). Likewi se, Wolde-Sellas ie 

(2004:2 1) also mentioned that there arc two broadly predominant but competing 

approaches to the understanding of ethnicity, ethni c identity and ethnic groups. These are 

usuall y characterized as Primordi ali sm and Constructi vism. Some other scholars do also 

catego ri ze the paradigms of understanding ethnicity into three approaches: 

Primordiali sm, Instrumentali sm, and Constructi vism (Barnard and Spencer, 2002: 190). 

Nevertheless, many of the theoreti cal accounts of ethnicity are clustered under the former 

two categories, combining the arguments of instrumentali sm and constructi vism under 

one category and labeling it by either of the terms or several related others such as 

Circumstanti al ism, Situational ism, Interactionali sm, and Subjectivism (Wolde-se lass ie, 

2004:2 1). On the other hand , Primordial ism is also labeled by several other related 

variant terms such as essenti ali sm, naturali sm, objecti vism, and socio-biology (Ibid) . 
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2.2.1 The Primordialist Approach 

It was Edward Shil s ( 1957) who co ined the term 'primordial' in hi s argument that family 

attachment are embedded in a primordial relati onal quality that attaches ineffabl e 

importance to blood (Berhanu, 2008:3). To scholars of Primordi al ism, ethnicity IS 

considered first and fo remost an ex tension of a pre modern soc ial bond (Lien, 200 1:8). 

The Primordiali st approach treats ethnic identiti es as something that is broadl y given. 

Ethnicity and ethnic identity are seen as a stable fea ture of indi vidual and group li fe that 

is able to endure over hi stori ca ll y long peri ods of time. Ethnicity is for the most part 

equated with culture, and culture itself is viewed as a more or less constant, persistent, 

static, almost unchangeable feature that clearl y demarcates groups one from another. In 

thi s perspecti ve ethnic identity is examined as "an imperati ve status, as a more or less 

immutable aspect of the social person" (Malesevic, 2004: 175-76). 

At its most ex treme, the Primordiali st pos ition hold that ethnicity and ethnic identity are 

innate aspects of human identity, given, requiring description rather than ex planation 

(Banks, 1996:39). This approach defines ethnic identity as a given reali ty which persists 

over time in spite of radicall y changing circumstances. Primordiali sts argue that ethnic 

identity is a function of strong emotional ti es which are based upon common biologica l 

origin and the di stincti ve past of a group. It argues that implanted ethnic identity through 

kinship persists even when assimilation progresses (Matsuo, 1992:506). Primordi al ties 

are decisive in the maintenance of ethnic identiti es. They seek a psychological 

explanation for the behav ioral phenomena typica l of ethnic groups. In other words, 

distinctive cultural traits, strong ethnic so lidarity and resistance to exogamy are ex pl ained 
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by strong ethnic identiti es that pen t over generati ons (Ibid ). Grosby (1994, cited in 

Berhanu 2008: 3) assoc iated the term 'primordial' as a cogniti ve reference to the obj ects 

of attachments or ti es around which vari ous kind of kinship are formed. 

For the ex tremi st Socio-Biologica l Primordiali sts, ethnicity and ethni c identity are 

conceived as based on bi ology and determined by genetic and geographi ca l factors in 

which group identificati on is geneti ca ll y coded as a product of ea rl y human evo lution 

when the ability to recogni ze members of fa milies and primary groups was essential for 

survi va l (Wolde-sellass ie, 2004:22). 

Within the framework of thi s approach, some authors contend that the persons who 

shares a certain number of genes (it is not sa id how many nor which), will bond together 

and seek to reproduce their genes in the most effi cient poss ible manner. Thi s they achi eve 

through the endogamy of the ethnic group, leading to a process of geneti c se lecti on which 

ensures greater opportunity for group survival. Geneti cs accounts for ethnic identity 

(Stavenhagen, 1996: 19). On the other hand, the cultural and hi storical moderate 

Primordiali sts view ethnicity as ex tended groups or collective identities deeply rooted in 

hi storical ties and based on assumed kinship or descent, custom, language, and race 

(Ibid). 

The primordial perspective argues that people have an innate sense of ethnic identity. [t is 

something that people are born with, is instincti ve and natural, and is di ffic ult if not 

impossible to change. This is illustrated by the natural instinct to favo r one's kin or co­

ethnics over non-kin and non-ethnics (Le, 2009:2). The persistence of ethnocentri sm and 

even outright confli ct between di ffe rent ethni c groups attest to the hi stori cal and 
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continuing va lidity of the primordial ba i of ethnic identity (Ibid ). The longevity and 

p rsistence of ethnic ti es are ex plained by direct reference to thc e primordi al, ' ineffab le' 

sentiments (Ma lesevic, 2004: 176). Similarly, Grosby ( 1994, cited in Berhanu 2008 :4) 

justified the primordi al basis a': ' thi s is one of the reasons why human beings have 

scarifi ed their li ves and continue to sca rify their li ves for their own fa mily and for their 

own nati on'. 

However, thi s approach is inadequate in explaining observed geographica l va ri at ions in 

that the ex pression of cultural identity by sub groups of peoplc from thc same cthnic 

ori gin differs acco rding to the particular soc io-politica l milieu in which they reside (L i, et 

aI. , 1995:343). It cannot account for the dynamics of ethno-genes is (the formati on of 

ethnies over time), nor does it tell us much abo ut the internal and ex ternal structures of 

ethnic groups and idcntiti es (S tavenhagen, 1996: 19).ln other words, Primordi al ism has 

been critici zed for presenting a stati c and naturali sti c view of ethnicity and ethni c identity 

that mystifies emoti on and reduces cultural and social behavior to biological deri ves 

(Berhanu , 2008:6).The theori sts in thi s approach underemphas ize people' s pass ions and 

strong dedication to rat ional va lues, sense of duti es, classes and other soc iall y constructed 

supreme goa ls. Cooperation and intimacy among people do not take place onl y between 

kin , but also can extend to non-kin groups based on belief system, ideo logica l 

commitments, profess ional interests and other pragmatically required or developed 

shared commonalities beyond primordial sentiments (ibid :6-7). 
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2.2.2 The Constmctivist Approach 

Earli er Anthropologists and ociologi ts [soc iologica l functiona li m] 
beli eved in the di stinctiveness and immutab ility of ethni c groups. a view 
that is not 'urpri s ing in li ght of the general empha 'is in the soc ial sciences 
on social instituti ons, eq uilibrium, and the analogy that soc iety, like all 
orga ni sms, made sense; that i , it was an internall y consistent ys tem. 
Ethnic groups were een as another kind of soc ial institution that fit into 
the larger soc iety in certain ways and that maintained a con erva ti ve 
eq uilibrium [Royce, 1982: 19]. 

But, for constructi vists, ethni c identity is conceived as dynamic, fl ex ible and va ri ab le in 

which both the contents and boundari es of an ethnic group change based on 

circumstances. For them, ethnic groups are subjectively constructed co ll ecti ve entiti es 

without fi xed boundari es based on economic, soc ial or poli tica l processcs. They consider 

ethnicity as a compl ex and hi ghl y adaptable oc ial construction crea ted by indi vidua ls 

and groups to bring together members for a common purpose (Wo lde-selass ic, 2004: 23). 

According to the Constructi oni st view; the ori gin , content, and form of ethnicity rcfl ect 

the creative choices of indi viduals and groups as they defin e themselves and others in 

ethnic ways. Through the acti ons and des ignat ions of ethnic groups, their antagoni sts, 

political authoriti es, and economic interest groups, ethnic boundaries are erected di viding 

some populations and unifying others. Ethnicity is constructed out of the materi al of 

language, reli gion, cu lture, appearance, ancestry, or regionality. The location and 

meaning of particular ethnic boundaries are continuously negoti ated, rev ised, and 

revitalized, both by ethnic group members themselves as well as by out ide observers 

(Nagel, 1994:152-153). 

Symboli c interactioni sm has more than any other sociological approach made clear how 

fluid and vari able ethnic identity can be, and how unstab le and situati onal are the 
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boundari es of ethnic groups. For them ethnic identiti es are fluid , fl ex ibl , changeabl e and 

a matter of consent. Ethnic groups ex ist as long as membership is vo luntary and 

conscious (Malesevic, 2004:70-7 1). 

Belonging to an ethnic group is a matter of attitude, percepti ons and sentiments that are 

necessary fleeting and mutab le, varying with the particular ituati on of the subj ect. As the 

individual 's situat ion changes, so will the group identifi cation (Sm ith, 199 1 :20). Ethnic 

identiti es are fluid across time and soc ial contex ts, sometimes even to the point of "ethnic 

switching" (Sanders, 2002: 328). However, fo r Nagel (1994: 156) ethnic identity is not 

on ly "optional" but also "mandatory" in that externall y enforced ethnic boundari es can be 

powerful determinants of both the content and meaning of particular ethniciti es. 

Similarly, Stephan (1989:508) argued that "[a] group or indi vidual' s ethnic identity 

cannot be sustained successfull y if it is inconsistent wi th the identity ass igned by others 

in a society". Therefore, ethnic identity is a dual process that is determined both by the 

group members and important outsiders. 

The most influential and seminal constructivist approach is that of Fredric Barth (1969) 

which explained the situational and contextual nature of ethnicity. Barth ' s principl e 

argument was that ethnicity is not some bundle of unchanging cultural traits-the "cultural 

stuff' of ethnicity, as he calls it-that can simply be examined and enumerated in order to 

determine differences between ethnic groups. Rather, ethnic groups are situat ionall y 

defined in relationship to their social interacti ons with other groups, and the boundari es 

established and maintained between them as a result of these interact ions (May, et ai, 

2004: 9). 
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Barth (1969) first convincingly arti cul ated the notion of ethnicity a mutab le, argu ing that 

ethnicity is the product of soc ial ascriptions, a kind of labeling proccs engaged in by 

oneself and others. According to this perspecti ve, ethnic identity is the result of a 

dialcctical process involving internal and external op inions and processes, as well as the 

individual's se lf identification and outsiders ' ethnic des ignati on ; what yo u think yo ur 

ethnicity is, versus what they think your ethnicity is (Nagel, 1994: I 54). 

Generally, ethnic identities in Barth 's approach are not necessa ril y fi xed. They are 

situational , a matter of self-ascriptio n and ascription by others in interac ti on; what counts 

are boundaries rather than contents. Ethnicity is first and foremost a form of orga ni zing 

social life rather than an inborn characteri tic. Cashmore (1996: 123 , ci ted in Mesfin 

2006:8) had also stated that: 

Ethnicity is not a hi storical given at all and in fact a hi ghl y adapti ve and 
malleable phenomenon. In response to changing conditions, thc 
boundaries of an ethnic coll ectivity can expand or contract; individuals 
move in and out and even share membership in more than one community. 
The very content, symbols and meaning of a particular collective identity 
can and do evolve. In effect, ethnicity is dynamic, not a fi xed and 
immutable element or social and political relat ions. 

Malesevic (2004: 176) explained that "the Situational ist [constructi vist] perspecti ve is the 

exact opposite of Primordialism". It aims to explain ethnic group so lidarity and the 

maintenance of intensive ethnic group bonds underl ining historical, structural and 

cultural contingencies and circumstantial aspects in ethni c relati ons. The noti ons of 

"interaction" between culturally diverse groups and "boundary maintenance" are the key 

terms in the analysis. The meaning and boundari es of ethnic identity are constantl y being 

renegotiated, revised, and redefined, depending on spec ific situati ons and set of 

circumstances that each individual or ethnic group encounters (Le, 2009:3). 
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Ethnic identity is not a given rea lity but is a functi on of rapidly changing circum tance 

and a group ' s position in a social structure and hi stori ca l contex t. It is amenable to 

fluctuation depending upon a group's solidarity and pos ition in ociety (Mat uo, 

1992:507). 

The instrumentalist position would hold that ethnicity and ethnic identity is an artifact, 

created by individuals or groups to bring together a group of people for some common 

purpose (Banks, 1996: 39).Instrumentalists grasp ethnic identity as a social construct that 

emphasizes the sharing of cultural and lingui stic characteri ti cs and , kinship roots for the 

purpose of group mobilization (Berhanu, 2008:7). Similarly, rational choicc thco ri st · 

assumed that ethnic groups are the central source of pri vate rewards as we ll as 

punishments, which motivate actors to take part in coll ective ac tion. As per thi s theory 

ethnicity functions primarily as a source of benefits that compel indi vidual actors to 

participate in collective actions. What is crucial for thi s perspective is the view that ethnic 

identity is not a primordial or static feature but rather dynamic, changing process. The 

change in the importance attributed to ethnic identity is explained in line with the cost­

benefit calculations of individuals (Malesevic, 2004:99-101). 

Instrumentalism, with its intellectual roots in Sociological functi onali sm, consider the 

cultural elements, values and practices of ethnic groups as resources for eli tes in 

competition for political power and economic advantage (Barnard and Spencer, 

2002:191). For elite theorists like Mosca (1939), Pareto (1963) and Michels ( 1962); 

ethnicity and ethnic identity is generally viewed as a political resource, an ideologica l 

mask used by leaders for their own political ends. Elites constantl y attempt to present 

their particular interest as the uni versal , common interest of the community a a whole 
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(Malesevic: 114-117). By transforming cultural attributes into politi ca l symbols, elite 

seek to establish a unique identity for their group which in turn serves the purpo e of 

mobilizing the group against rival s (Li , et al; 1995 :344). 

Primordialism and Circumstantialism have been treated as if they were mutuall y 

exclusive theories, the advocates of each approach hav ing criti cized the other approach. 

Primodialism tends to focus on the persistence of ethni c identity and ignores the 

fluctuation of such identity in changing circumstances while Circumstanti al ism puts too 

much emphasis on the change of ethnic identity, and therefore, can not explain why such 

identity persists over time (Matsuo, 1992:507). Even if these two theo ri es have been 

treated as contradictory, a few scholars have attempted to synthes izc them to explain the 

persistence and fluctuation of ethnic identity of minority groups (ibid , 506). 

Although, the Primordialists ' emphasis on the givens and permanency of ethni c identiti e · 

is highly exaggerated, the instrumentalists' assumption of fluidity of ethnic identiti es is 

equally overstated. Ethnic identities and ethnic solidarities have become red uced and 

subtle when societies find other solidarities on the bases of professionali sm, class, 

political opinion and other opportunities (Berhanu, 2008: 17). Primordial ism has long 

been charged with assuming the fixed nature and explanatory power of the very ethnic 

given, which much research now problematises. Instrumental or materi ali st approaches, 

on the other hand, are often criticized because they lack an adequate account of the 

emotive strength, and often apparently irrational power or pull associated with ethnic 

identities (Vaughan, 2003:41). 
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We must not overstate the mutability of ethnic boundari e or the fluidity of their cultural 

contents. To do so would depri ve us of the means of acco unting for the recurrence of 

ethnic ties and communities and their demonstrable durabi I i ty over and abovc boundary 

and cultural changes in particular instances. The fact remains that ethnicity and cthni c 

identity exhibits both constancy and flux side by side, depending on the purposes and 

distance of the observer from the collective phenomenon in question. Thercfore, any 

realistic account of ethnic identity must eschew the polar extremes of the primordi ali st-

instrumentalist debate (Smith, 1991 :24-25). Despite all these, Eriksen (200 1:4 7) stated 

the recent shift, in Anthropology, towards the study of identiti es as foll ows: 

For many Anthropologists, essentiali sm and primordia li sm appea r as dated 
as pre Darwinian biology [oo .J. Reification and essentiali sm have bccomc 
central terms of denunciation; multiple voices, situational identificati on 
and cultural flows are some of the key words del ineating the current 
intellectual agenda. 

Although etlmic diversity is overtly recognized In contemporary Ethiopi a, as di ffercnt 

scholars argued, Berhanu (2008) and Abbink (1997) to mention some of them, its 

discourse has become strongly politicized and the ethnic identity of groups is assumed to 

be a reflection of a primordial group character. But I am dubious about the presumed 

primordial character of etlmic identity since it is so fluid and subject to change and 

manipulation, and also of its cultural content and boundary maintenance. Even those core 

ethnic symbols and identity markers of an etlmic group can be changed depending on the 

circumstances that surround an etlmic group. This is particularl y true in the case of the 

Qemant that once was a clear distinct ethnic group from the neighboring Amharans but 

following the Christianization movement launched in the area; their ethnic identity 
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became changed. Accordingly, in analyzing the ethnic identity of the Qemant people, the 

constructive approach is applied as guiding theoretical framework. 

2.3 FORMS AND CONTENTS OF ETHNIC IDENTITY 

In his book "Ethnic Conflicts and the Nation State", Stavenhagen (1996:26-28) di scussed 

about markers of ethnic identiti es. According to him, the va ri ou criteri a commonl y 

employed to identify ethnic groups may be usefully c1ass ifi d into objecti ve and 

subjective categories. The objective criteria generall y mean thosc attributcs of a group 

that are independent of an individual 's volition, that ascribe him to hi s group at birth or 

through the process of socialization. They serve to identify the group as such and to 

denote individual and collective membership in the group. Objecti ve criteri a arc 

sometimes externally visible markers, such as "rac ial" characteri sti cs, materi al culture or 

group activities. They are the specific attributes of an ethnic group indepcndentl y of thc 

individuals who partake of them. The most commonly observed objecti ve criteri a includc 

language, religion, territory, social organization, and culture. 

Ethnic identity is not just a process whereby groups or individuals judge their ethnici ty 

solely by objective physical criteria or on the basis of the culture in which thcy wcre born 

but the subjective nature of ethnic identity is also important (Stephan, 1989:507). 

Subjective criteria refer to the psychological, affective, individual mental and emoti onal 

processes by which specific persons identify with a culture or an ethnic group, through 

which they assume a particular ethnic identity, and which guide their ac ti ons and 

behavior as members of such groups. Subjective factors , as di stinct from objecti ve 

attributes, have to do with cognition, affect, choice and will. They are thus e senti all y 
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elements that pertain to the individ ual , although by bing widely hared they may often 

be referred to as "collective consciousness" (S tavenhagen, 1996: 27- 32). In recogniti on 

of the subjective nature of ethnic identity, it is now thought that el f- identi fication is the 

least ambiguous way of determining where one group ends and another begins (S tephan, 

1989: 507). 

In a similar way, Isajiw (1990:36) also identified ex ternal and internal aspects of ethni c 

identity. External aspects refer to: observable behav ior; both cu ltural and soc ial, such as 

speaking an ethnic language and practicing ethnic traditions; parti cipati on in ethni c 

personal networks, such as family and friendship ; participation in ethni c in titutional 

organizations, such as churches and schools; participati on in ethni c vo luntary 

associations, such as clubs and youth organizations; and participati on in fun ctions 

sponsored by ethnic organizations. The internal, subj ective aspects of ethnic identity refer 

to images, ideas, attitudes, and feelings. 

Based on the differential variation of the components of ethnic identity lsajiw (Ibid: 37-

38) distinguished various forms of ethnic identity. A high level of retentio n of the 

practice of etlmic traditions accompanied by a low level of such subjecti ve components 

as feelings of group obligation is one form of ethnic identity-"r ituali stic ethnic identity" . 

By contrast a high intensity of feelings of group obligation accompani ed by a low level of 

practice of traditions is a different form of etlmic identity which he labe led "ideologica l 

identity" with different implications for the collective aspects of ethni c group behav ior. 

Negative images of one's own ethnic group, accompanied by a high degree of awarenes 

of one's ethnic ancestry is still another form of ethnic identity; "rebelling ident ity" . 
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Finally, positive images of one 's ancestral group accompanied by a practi ce of hi ghl y 

selected traditions represent another form of ethnic identity, "ethnic redi covery". 

With in the situational perspective, Le (2009:3) also identifi ed two forms of cthnic 

identity. The first is "resurgent ethnic identity" in which the traditi onal or ancestral 

identities reemerge through hi storical events and parti cul ar circumstance. The other i 

"emergent ethnic identity" which involves the creation of new forms of group identity 

due to the convergence of particular circumstances. "More peci fi ca ll y, because of 

demographic changes or competition and conflict with other groups, a new ethni c identity 

based on group solidarity and simi larity of experi ences might form". 

An individual who retains a strong ethnic identity whi le al 0 identifying with the new 

society is considered to have an "integrated (or bicultural) identity". One who has a 

strong etlmic identity but does not identify with the new culture has a "separated 

identity", whereas one who gives up an ethnic identity and identifi es onl y with the new 

culture has an "assimilated identity". The individual who identifi es with neither has a 

"marginalized identity" (Phinney et ai., 2001:495-496). 

In his examination of commonalities across varIOUS models of identity formati on; 

Phinney (1990:502-503) proposed a tlu'ee stage progression from an "unexami ned ethnic 

identity" through a "period of exploration" to an "achieved or committed ethnic identity". 

Early adolescents and perhaps adults who have not been exposed to ethni c identity issues 

are in the first stage, an "unexamined ethnic identity". Young people may simply not be 

interested in ethnicity and may have given it little thought. A second stage is 

characterized by a "moratorium or period of exploration". This may take place as the 
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result of a significant experience that forces awarene s of one's ethni city. It in vo lves an 

often intense process of immersion in one's own culture th rough the ac ti viti es such as 

reading, talking to people, going to ethnic museums, and parti cipating acti vely in cultural 

events. As a result of thi s process; people come to a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of their ethnicity-that is, "ethnic identity achievement or intern ali zati on". 

Having all this in mind, the ethnic identity of the Qemant peo ple is scrutini zed based on 

the above discussed contents and forms of ethnic identity. 

2.4 THE DYNAMICS OF ETHNIC IDENTITY 

Based on the literatures that I came across, it is possible to identi fy di fferent fac tors that 

contribute for the dynamics of ethnic identity. 

Many studies on the relationship between the individual' s ethnic identity and structural 

position argue that people in lower status positions are more likely to have ·trong ethni c 

identities than people in higher status positions. As people move up in a soc ial structure, 

they tend to loose their ethnic identity through assimilation (Matsuo, 1992:508). 

Hwang and Murdock (1991 :469-470) presented two competing models with opposlllg 

views of ethnic identity: "ethnic enclosure" and "ethnic competition" perspecti ves. The 

"ethnic enclosure" thesis explained that ethnic identity erodes over ti me as III i nori ties 

learn the host's language, adopt its cultural patterns, improve their socio-economi c 

standing, and are exposed to and interact more frequently with majority members and 

other minorities on a primary basis. In sum, the ethnic enclosure thesis maintains that 

lack of opportunities for inter-group contacts and socio-economic advancement su tain 
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ethnic identity. As cultural and structural barri ers fa ll , most m i nori ty mem bers rei i nq ui h 

their ethnic identity and seek full assimilation. 

The second view, "ethnic competition," counters the above and see · ethni c identity as a 

"dormant political consciousness" aroused among minoriti e a they confront majority 

prejudice and discrimination. Ethnic identity heightens as minori ty incrca e their 

knowledge about the host society, enter mainstream occupati on , and intcract mo re 

frequently with majority members. In sum, the ethnic competition thc is asserts that 

greater inter-group contact intensifies minority ethnic identity. 

Sanders (2002:327) also discussed about how interpersonal netwo rks withi n eth nic 

communities influence the degree of closure in social boundari e and thc degrcc to which 

ethnic identity is retained. Blauner (1 972) and Hechter ( 1975) cited in the samc author 

suggested that 'ethnic enclosure led to heightened group con ciousness and increased the 

likelihood of collective mobilization' . When social boundari es take on less of a ga te­

keeper function protecting ethnically generated resources and more of a bri dging functi on 

encouraging greater inter-group association, the id~ntity preserving influence of ethnic 

boundaries is likely to decline (Ibid :348). 

Studies of various groups in the United States fi nd that ethnic identity is stro ngly shaped 

by the location of settlement. Regional and neighborhood concentrati ons of eth nic groups 

presumably facilitate the maintenance of social boundaries and ethnic identity (Sanders. 

2002:345). Matsuo (1992:509) also added: "the isolation of a community leads to lower 

degrees of structural assimilation and higher ethnic identity". 
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But other scholars like Phinney (1990:50 1) propo ed a c unter argul11 nl t the ert"c· t that 

ethnic awareness, group so lidarity, and the pot nti al ~ I' e Il ee ti v 111 bili zati n gr \\ 

stronger under conditions of contact and cOl11petiti n with a d l11in ant gro up . I:.. lhnic 

identity is meaningful only in situati ons in which two r 111 re ethnic groups are In 

contact over a period of time. ]n an ethJli call y or raciall y h 1110geneou ' soc iety, ethnic 

identity is a virtually meaningless concept. Without the c ntra t bctween "u." and 

"them", ethnic identity does not ex ist. "We defi ne ourselve in large 111 ca. ure in terl11 s of' 

what we are not, and that derives from our experi ence of what others are and how we 

differ" (Royce, 1982:12). 

From the above discussions one could identify two type of apI I' ache. what l ~ oy'c 

(1982:3 8-41) labeled as "isolationist" and "interacti oni st". In the "i 'olati ni [" app roac il 

scholars felt that etlmic identity could persist onl y in the ab ence of interac ti on, it was 

assumed that with contact inevitably comes change and 10 s or traditi ons. On the other 

hand, " interaetionists" assume that interaction and contact with others who arc d i rrerent 

often prompt a strengthening of each group 's identity, ethnic identity is morc onen th c 

product of increasing interaction between groups tban the negative result of i alati on. Thc 

shift of emphasis away from isolation refl ects changes in the fi eld of Anth ro pology in 

general. Perhaps the major change was from an emphasis on equilibrium to a concern 

with process. 

Historical incidents are another major contributing facto r to the dynamic or ethni c· 

identities. For example, Stavenhagen (1990:501 ) assured this by tating: '\ vh n an ethni c 

group has a history of persecution and di scrimination, identiti may become p iti ve ly 

reinforcing or negatively stigmatizing". Another factor contribut ing to the d nami e. or 
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ethnic identity is the pattern of interethnic relat ion hip . Mat u ( J 992:508) ha thi t 

say "prej udice and discrimination that a person ex peri enc impact onc' sen ' C [cthn ic 

identity" . In a similar way, Bonacich and Modell ( J 980, quotc I in an ieI' 2002:'" 36) had 

described that ' hostility from the dominant group tend to gencrat a d [en ive rcacti on 

from ethnic groups; it encouraged ' reactive ethnic olidarity' and strcngth ncd cthni c 

boundaries and identity'. In the face of real or perceived ho ·tility towards a part icul ar 

ethnic group, some members of that group may down play or rejcct th ir own cthnic 

identity; others may assert their pride in their cultural group and empha ize so lidari ty as a 

way of dealing with negative attitudes (Phinney et aI. , 200 1:494) . 

Political and economic incidents are also other major contributing [actor to the vibrant 

of ethnic identity. For instance, Nagel (1994: 157) mentioned that "a the. tate has 

become the dominant institution in society, political policies regul ating cthni city 

increasingly shape ethnic boundaries and influence pattern of ethnic identi ficati on ". On 

the other side, Barth (1969:20) linked ethnic boundaries to resource niches in sayin g: 

"where separate niches are exploited by separate ethnic groups, ethnic tranquility 

prevails ; however, niche competition (e.g., for land or water) results in ethnic boundary 

instability due to conflict or displacement". 

Moreover, the family and religious institutions also playa crucial role. The famil y exe rts 

strono influence on the identities that children adopt. In support of thi s Elkin ( J 983 cited 
to 

in Stephan 1989:509) affirmed that 'etlmic identity is learned in the cour e of fa mily 

activities, such as the language the family members speak, and their reli gion, holiday 

celebrations, and food customs' . "Familial ethnic socialization and ex peri nce wi thin thc 

family are of primary importance in shaping ethn ic identification ., (Gonza lcz et al .. 
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2006: 187). In addition, ethnic churches fill a crucial r Ie in rami I and c I11munit erG rts 

to sociali ze the younger generati on in ways that are c ith tra liti ona l role . In 

thi s way, religious ties also fac ilitate the maintenance r · thn i b undaric and idcl1l il) 

(Sanders, 2002:343-344). 

Generally, since ethnic identities are shi ft ing and changing accor lin J to hi stor ica l and 

social process, it is crucial to take into acco unt complex and dynamic historica l rroccsscs 

and factors to conceptuali ze ethnicity and ethnic identity in the c ntex t of' mu lti -cthnic 

societies just like Ethiopia. 
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2.5 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Fig 1: Conceptual framework fo r understand ing ethni c id ntit and it b undar . 

Internal factors 

• Sharing common traits 

• Ascription and identification 
by the actors themselves 

• Internal social network 

Objective elements 

• Language 

• Religion (shared belief) 

• Territory 

Ethnic Boundary 

Maintenance 

Eth nic Identi ty 

• Social organizations (institutions) 

• Ethnic symbols, etc. 

External Factors 

• In t ract ion with oth r 
distinct groups 

• A crip t ion (id nt ifica ti n) 
by oth rs 

Subjective elements 

• Ind ividual's awar n ss of 
his/ her ethnic id nt ity. 

• Ind ividua l's consciousnes of 
belonging to and id ntifi ca ti on 
wi th the group 

Source: own developed based on info rmation from the review secti n (20 10). 

The above conceptual framework indicates how ethnic identity is constructed thl' ugh thc 

interplay of internal and external factors. Likewise, it shows the obj ecti ve and ubjecti ve 

elements (contents) of ethnic identity and their mutual interd ependence. M reo ve l', it 

illustrates how internal and external factors as well as objective and ubjecti ve elements 

contri bute for the maintenance of ethnic boundary. Generall y, it wa based on thi s 

schematic representation and the consideration of the con tructi vi in tru ll1entali t 

approach that the ethnic identity of the Qemant people was exam i ned. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE OBJECTIVE AND 

OF QEMANT ETHNIC IDENTITY 

UBJ E TIV E I~ L EM E TS 

In thi s chapter the ethnic identity of the Qemant people (those Ii ing in 'hil 'a wo,.ec/o) is 

analyzed taking into account both the objecti ve and subj ecti ve aspect of cth nic iucnti t 

that were presented in the review section. Specifica ll y, the ethnic elf identifi ca ti on of the 

people; myths related to the ethnic name Qemant and their c mm n d ccnt ; thc chan 'cs 

and continuity in the content of Qemant ethnic id ntity are all di 'cussed. Through out the 

analysis part an attempt is made to scrutini ze the Qemant ethnic identity acros ' lin c, 

place and contexts; since ethnic identity is fluid acros the e di mcn 'ions. 

3.1 Ethnic Self Identification vs. Boundary Markers 

"Ethnic self identification is clearly an essenti al starting point In cxamlnlng ethni c 

identity" (Phinney, 1990: 504).Therefore, for the questi on a ked abo ut their ethnic 

identification informants responded in different ways. Some of the in formants responded 

that in the earlier time we were Qemants but now we are Al11hara. The e were ba ica ll y 

the uneducated who gave different reasons or justifi ca ti ons fo r such " identity/ethni c 

switching". Some said we were Christianized (baptized) in the earli er times and now we 

follow Orthodox Christianity, so we are now Al11hara. They considered reli gion as the 

basic ethnic boundary marker that differentiates the Qel11ant from the Al11 hara. o. for 

them getting baptism means becoming an Amhara (see case two on page 108). Others 

especially youths and early adults thought that "we do not know the language kemantney. 

we speak only Amharic". For this group, language was the ba ic marker and to be 

Qemant means to know or speak the kemantney language. The also SUI posed "we are 
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found in the Amhara region, so we are an Amhara". In thi s a , thc tr 10 ethnica ll y 

identify themselves respective to the politically delineat d and namcd reoi nal Icvc l. 
e 

The other group of informants was those who identified th m elvc a " hri sti ani zed 

Qemants". This group of informants were mainly the ed ucated and p lili ca ll y awa re 

ones
l 

who justified that "even if we are now baptized, follow Orth dox hri sti anityand 

practice the same socio-cultural traditions with that of th Amharan , we arc CI(enlii 

Q emant; our parents and grand parents were fro m Qemant". 1 hey considcr reli gion and 

ethnicity discretely (see case three on page Ill ). Thi s may upport Tiksen's (200 I : 4") 

proposition that "One ean have deep ethnic difference without co rrespondingly 

important cultural differences". 

Most of the other informants recognized themselves as both Qemant and !\mhara. They 

maintained that "we are Qemant beeause our parents and grand parent were Qemants, 

but we are also Amhara since we are baptized and speak onl y Amhari c". Mainl y, yo uth 

and early adults fall in this category (see case five on page 114). Surpri ingly, the other 

group of informants was those who had accepted the name given to them by their 

Amharan neighbors and identified themselves as quanqua qdmds (quanquCI means 

language and kamas means the one who run through). Thi s was the label used to refer to 

them as newly converted and reeent Amharic speakers. 

At last there were also other groups who are not yet baptized or Chri sti ani zed and still 

practice their indigenous religious traditions (see case four on page 11 3). Thi group 

1 Here ' the educated' refers to those who have an experience in the modern educat ion. ystem while 
, I" II ' th h have at least some knowledoe about the current po lit ica l phere or po Itlca y aware means ose w 0 '" 

the country. 
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identify themselves and are identified by both the neighborin g mharan and ,. hri ti an 

Qemants" as awura Qemant or wanna Qemant which literall y mean th e mail ri ginal 

Qemants. Generally therefore, leaving those who recogni zed themse lves a an "A mhara" 

(no more Qemant); the study participants could be broadl y c lass i fi ed a " hri sti an 

Qemants" and "awuralwanna Qemants." 

3.2 About the Name Qemant 

One of the main features of an ethnic group is a collective name which symbo li zc the 

uniqueness of the community and demarcates it from others. Therefore, it is important to 

discuss about the name Qemant. 

There are three main different mythical views about the source and associated mcaning of 

Qemant. The first view assumed that the father of the Qemant wa named yenCir who had 

come to Ethiopia from the land of Israel following drought in the area . During hi fir t 

arrival , he used to live in the forest of karkar, around Chilga, covering hi s body with 

wood leaves and barks and by hunting animals and collecting wild fruits. "One day", 

when yenar came out of the forest and contact with "other people,,2, the latter asked the 

former whether it was human being or wood. Then, yentir responded that "ktimti an/de" 

which in Geez language means "just like you" . Therefore, thi s group of informants, 

especially the religious affiliated ones (Qemant priests), argued that the name Qemant ha 

been gradually derived from the word "kama an/ae". But here, whether the Qemant 

ancestors were Geez speakers or not; and the relationships between Geez and Kemantney 

has to be examined. Other informants associated the name Qemant with the Amhari c 

2 . ' t" tl ey could not also mention "\Vh ich day" ' and Informants were unable to explalll the approximate Ime, 1 

"which people". 
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name for great great grand father; the fourth generati on ab ve an cg, a: 

Abat-+AyatIEmita-+Qema ayatIQemant~Menzelat~Enejalat. And th c aroued that th c 

ethnic name Qemant was derived from this to refer the people a "forefather or r, undcr". 

Here also, the ethnic precedence between the Amhara and th Qemant· and th c hi tori ca l 

cultural contact between the two groups needs hi storical ex planati on. I f the cthnic nam 

Qemant was derived as such, one could also ask why not at th fourth (menze/at) or fi fth 

(enejalat), but at the third generation above. Informants had nothing to ju ti fy thi . 

Still some others argued that the name Qemant was derived from the wo rd " KemCi-en/" 

which in kemantney means "you kamlhamatic" and they tri ed to as oc iatc thc root 0 (' 

their ancestor with the son of Noh i.e. Ham. As such, it wa from the word " KemCi-en/ " 

that the Amharic speakers gradually began to use the name Qemant; and it bccamc a 

common name. To support their argument, they said there is no a letter with an ex pl osivc 

"Q" sound in the kemantney language. However, this argument can also be quc ti oned on 

the ground that the kemantney language belongs to the Cushiti c famil y, not to the 

Hamatic. 

Despite all these varied views, the elder informants, when asked about their ethni c ori gin 

and their language they revealed that "we are kemanty [not Qemant] and our language is 

kemantney" (see case two on page 108). However, the majority others did not know 

about such names and simply used the name "Qemant" and "Qemantena" to refer to 

themselves and to their language respectively. In this thesis I used the name Qemant to 

refer to the people and their ethnic name while kemantney to their language. Thi i 

simply to have conceptual uniformity throughout the thesis. 
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3.3 Myths of Common Descent 

Without descent myths and historical tie it is diffic ul t to e ethni ur I V ln ' ~ r an 

length of time (Horowitz, 1991:22). A myth of common ori gin relate allthc mcmbcr · to 

a common ancestor. Concerning their descent myths the Qemant peo pl c ha c diffcrcnt 

inspections. Informants' reaction, especially those of elder , about their dc ccnt ori ,in is 

so highly fragmented and paradoxical that it is diffi cult to c n truct thc Ie ccnt linc or 

the people in such a conclusive manner. 

Some elderly informants identified Ayntir (sometime they ca ll him YenCir) u. thc first 

father of the Qemant who had first came to Ethiopia from anaa n in timc I' diffi culty-

drought and hunger. In support of their view, they remembered a placc named as " Yei 

Ayntir badema" (Aynar's locality) which is fo und in Karkar, around hil ga. In 

association with this, some others simply traced their root to the land or I rae l sayin , "wc 

Qemants first came to Ethiopia from Israel via the northern part of the country." In 

support of their argument they recognized the Bilen Agaw li ving in Eritrea a thcir 

relatives who had settled in the area following their entry. In addition, they al 0 

acknowledged the Ximtana Agaw living in Wollo Seqota and the Awngi Agaw in Gojjam 

Dangila as the other group of their relatives who settled and left behind the area 

following the progression of their entry. In favor of thi s, they rai sed language simil arity 

between the Qemant and these other groups identified as "relative". t last, they 

classified themselves as the founders of the area in and around Gondar includ ing hilga. 

Still others without referrina to their place of origin, identified "KeberulKebem /" a 
, 0 

their naissance father. But the majority of the informants merely identi fl ed Keberll a th c 
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son of Adardyke whom they argue as the founding fath r f th e mants Ii ing in an I 

around Chilga. All those who descended through this line branded them elvc a "Keher" 

and form one moiety. Even if, almost all of the Qemant people hi ghlight thcir mythi ca l 

ancestor and descent line in such a way, it is common t find other Qcmants v ho 

identified themselves as "Yetlintey" . This group traced their line of dc ccnt tarting from 

a mythical ancestor named as "luangs" . Even though the majority of th in form ant did 

not know the detail , some of the key informants mentioned that ".luang.\''' wa thc father 

of those Qemants who recognized themselves as " Yettintey " . He wa a pcr n who had 

followed Keberu in his way to anywhere as an accompanier. It wa latcr that thcy arrange 

marriage tie and those descended from luangs become clas ified a ' Ye/Cinley. Even iI', 

those members from the Yetdntey moiety trace their line of de cent d wn t .luang.\', all or 

them, just like the Keber, considered Adtirdyke as their mythi ca l father. 

Generally, from all the above discussions it could be under to d that the QCl11 ant 

emphasize their descent line through the father side; they foll owed patrilinea l desccnt 

system. 

3.4 Ethnic Identity Markers of the Qemant People: Changes and Continuitic 

Most of the discussions about ethnic identity identified the objecti ve and subjecti ve 

elements of ethnic identity. The objective elements are those which include language, 

. . . ., II t' tel'I'I'tol'y etc On the other hand subiecti ve relIgion, social orgamzatlOn, co ec Ive name" , J 

elements refer to the individual awareness of his/her ethnic identi ty and; the i nd i idual's 

consciousness of belonging to and identification with a group. Therefo re, the ethn i 

identity of the Qemant is examined based on such elements. 
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3.4.1 The Objective Aspects of Qemant Ethnic Identity 

Although Gamst (1969) wrote that the Amharanizat ion of the Qemant bcgan ar Lind A. D 

1270, most of the informants looked at the basic markers of Qemant cthnic idcntity in t 

two ways as those indicators before and after the year 1960 3, Bcfore thi timc, thc 

Qemant see themselves as more or less socio-culturally di stinct from thc ncighb ring 

Amharans, Some very aged informants argued that in the much earli er timc thc Q manl 

were clearly distinct from the neighboring Amhara ethnic group in th ir oc io-cultural 

traditions; their language, religion, social and political organi zat ion , But foIl wing thc 

mass Christianization of the Qemant in the 1960s, the basic ethnic boundary markcr of" 

the people drop drastically leading almost all of the Qemant to adopt the amc ' cio-

cultural features with that of the neighboring Amharan , Through out the interview, 

informants repeatedly mentioned the word qademo/qtidamsi/ (that means, in the ea rli er 

time) to refer to the time period mainly before the 1960s, Hereafter, I will u e th ph ra e 

"in the earlier time" to refer to this time period, 

Even if, the majority of the Qemant, nowadays, do not differ from the neighboring 

Amharans in their ways of living, customs, and traditions like marriage and mourn ing 

ceremonies; in the coming section an attempt is made to look at the basic objective ethni c 

identity markers of the people and the changes associated with it. 

3.4.1.1 The Kemantney Language 

The historical tie between ethnic group members is reflected in a common language that 

~ d ' t ' so ll'dar'I'ty amon !! member ( hen, laeilitates communication an mall1 a1l1s ~ 

3 , ' h ' period durin o which a hri t ian bish p by 
Accord ll1 <> to the informants the year 1959/605 wete t e time , "', f I Q t 

b Id baptized the majority 0 t le eman , the name Abba Layke Mariam had come to t le area an 
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1978:398). When we look at language in the case of the Qe t I I · I man I e P , t l CI r anguag 

referred to as kemantney is on the verge of extinction. The widely held perc pti n f thc 

people that Christianization means Amharanization together with the widely h Id 

prejudice that the Qemant originated from wood contributed ~ r the cx tin ti on or the 

language. Those people who had known and spoken the language t p u e the 

language. Parents began to socialize their children on those way wh ich could attributc 

them as an Amhara; mainly to speak Amharic language. According to the informants, 

even if some parents were willing to teach the language, their children became rcluctant 

to learn it. All these were because of fear of prejudice from their Amharan neighbor . I r 

they spoke kemantney, they would be easily identified as Qemant (e ca e on and case 

two on pages 106 and 108). 

Today, almost all of the people speak Amharic only. Even those few aged I e pi e, in their 

60's and above, who knew the language very well, use Amharic language in their dai ly 

routines. The reason behind was the majority others did not know the language and spoke 

Amharic only. Informants mentioned that, even those who knew the language used it for 

secret talk in front of others who do not know the language. Amazi ngly, some parent 

used the language when there is something that their children are not expected to know or 

hear about. Some others used it only for religious purposes at the time of prayer by 

Qemant priests. 

Although the kemantney language was almost extinct following the mass Chri stiani za ti n 

of the people, it is common to find few "Christian Qemants" who can speak the language. 

Almost all of this category of people are the uneducated ones who belong to the lowcr 

. . . h t· mona those who were identi fi ed a soclo-economic status posItIOn. At t e same Ime, a I:> 
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awura Qemanls, there are members who do not kno tl I TI . w 1e anguage. 11 indicatc lhat 

what make them "awuralwanna Qemant" is not their knowledge of th langu gc but 

living by the religious and other socio-cultural rules of their ance tor . 

Those aged people who knew the language are dying off together with thc languao c. 

Even among the informants one can get some aged people who had Sl k n the I n 'ua 'e 

in the earlier time but now forget and can' t speak it. Here i what an 8S year. Id 

informant said: 

I was fluent in kemantney in the past, but nowadays I onl y know . mc 
fragmented words. I used to talk in kemantney with my wife but he di ed 
long time ago. My children did not know the language at all. All of 111 y 
age mates died, so there was no body in my locality who kn w thc 
language and with whom I could talk. So, I alway u ed Amhari c t 
communicate with others who did not know the language. Thi s i the 
reason why I forget the language. 

From this, one can understand that the language break was both from ab ve and be low. 

However, even if the kemantney language was almost extinct and most of thc pe pic 

spoke Amharic, some informants continue to identify the kemantney language as the 

basic ethnic boundary marker that distinguishes them from the neighboring Amhara. For 

example, some of such informants when asked about the language they can speak, they 

replied "kemantney" but in reality they do not know how to speak the language. They 

justified that "even if we do not know kemantney, it is our fathers' and grand fa ther " '. 

Here one can possibly argue that the subjective markers of ethnic identity (here feeling 

associated with the language) are more resistant for change than the obj ecti ve one (the 

language itself). 
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3.4.1.2 The Qemant Religion: "Hega Lebona" 

It is possible to argue that religion was one of the key ethnic boundary markcr that 

di stinguished the Qemant and to which the various socio-cultural lement werc rclatcd 

or tied with. Indeed, Gamst (1969:29) assured thi s by stating that "Th rei igion or thc 

Qemant is the focal point of this closely knit ethnic group, providing it m mb r with a 

sense of group identity, reinforcing their basic values, and ri gidl y d fi ning thc oc i'd 

boundaries between them and their neighbors". 

Nowadays, there are only a few Qemants who practice some remnant r their ancc tral 

traditions specially the earlier religion. These people are referred by th ;\ mharan and 

even "Christian Qemants" as "awuralwanna Qemants" and so bas ica ll y identifi cd in 

terms of their religion. This group can be referred to as what Harri (1955) ca ll cd "elhno-

religious communities" which have been defined and define themsel ve pri mari I y in 

terms of religious belief and practices. Therefore, in the following secti on an attempt is 

made to explain some of the religious features of the present day "awuralwanna 

Qemants." 

Gamst (1969:4) identified the religion of the Qemant as : "[ .. . ] largely Pagan-Agaw, but 

many Hebraic elements and a bare trace of Christian characteristi cs are also fo und, 

making the Qemant religion Pagan-Hebraic". He also discussed about sites where majo r 

spirits, genii loci called qoIe, were worshipped by the Qemant. But when I a ked the 

'd ' . d "h ." I bona" by whi ch they Qemant priests about their religion they Sal It IS name ega- e 

intended "believing in God only and accepting its rule in our heart". They strongly 

opposed the label "pagan" which they commonly understood as "without an y reli gious 
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affiliation". They also denied such things as the worshl'p of . ·· t .. I Spill ,genii ci ca ll edq I ' , 

rather they pointed out that "even if we undertake Our prayer under tr e , it is ~ r yedora 

(our God), one supreme God". But they accepted the presence of ome Hebraic el mcnt , 

specially the mandatory sacrificial offer after their prayer. From thes two id s, one 

could possibly argue that either there is misrepresentati on in the work of Gam t (1969) r 

monotheistic belief among Qemants could be the recent trend fo ll owing the fu rther 

encroachment of Orthodox Christianity into the area. 

The religious prayer and ceremonies are undertaken under "sacred trees" they ca ll ed 

"dubit" or "degena" which are mostly located in an elevated area. The people have their 

own priests known as galalaka (priests from keber moiety) and kdmdzeina (pri e 'ts fr 111 

yetantey moiety).Unless there are major religious ceremoni es where all pri e t pray 

together, two priests (one galalaka and one kamazana) pray together under tho e dub i/s 

found in their locality. The religion does not have any written document; they im ply 

learn and pray orally for their supreme God which they call ed Yedara. ]n fact, they have 

al so others, like angels and saints, whom they labeled as Keberua, Jdkdrdnta, GebCirhu 

and Mizegana. 

Today, there are eleven pairs of priests (one from each moiety) in Chilga who pray in 

their locality. The days of prayer are Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays. But there are 

also some dubits under which they pray on Mondays, There are four condi tion for whi ch 

the Qemant priests are invited by the local people and perform their prayer . The fir t is 

h · . d . h " 'th shortaae or excess ive rain that will w en there IS a problem aSSOCiate Wit ram, el er b 

affect crops. The second is prayers for the health of the communi ty, Member In a 

. 'd ··fi . 1 I eep for the pri ests. The third commul1lty collect money and provi e saCIl ICla s 1 
ne I 
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when somebody dies and when they are invited to perform the' TI mournll1g praycr . 1 

fourth is when some people invite the priests to have their prayer for the well b ing f 

their family and property. From this one can understand that in certain condi ti on thcir 

prayer can be undertaken out of those dubits. 

At the end of the religious prayer sacrificial offe ring is mandatory; they ca rifye ithcr 

sheep or hen without which they do not perform it. In offering ca rifi , onl y thc 

kamazana is allowed to slaughter the animal while the task of hi s fe ll ow galalCika is to 

help the kcimazana by handling the leg of the sacrificial animal ( ee ca e D ur n pagc 

113). 

The religious activities of the Qemant are under the order and supervi ion of thc \vcim/)Ci,. 

who is at the apex of the social ladder. Anybody who wants to be prie t i ex pected to 

inform the wambar about his interest. After getting acceptance, that individual undcr g cs 

a process what they named "makkaslkaas" which is more or less an equivalent of 

"qureban" (holly communion) among Christians. In the process, the wambCir bapti ze the 

trainee by scattering a few drops of "holly" water on him. The ceremonial pa rti cipants 

also burn barely and bake bread as part of the ceremony. This baptism is made fo r those 

Qemant people who were baptized and converted in to Orthodox Chri stianity. Here i 

what one of my informants has to say "it would be very easy if an indi vidual never get 

baptism in the Orthodox Church, because there is no need to baptize [in th way of 

Qemant] and make him Qemant again". 

After the purification rite, that individual begun to learn the reli giou prayer and 

associated rules with the help of wambCir and other already trained prie t . As fa r a an 
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individual learned, he could be a priest; his fluency in kemantney is not co nsidered. Here 

someone will argue that the kemantney language may get extinct much fa tel' than the 

religion. However, it leads to a wrong assumption since there are few Chri stian Qeman ts 

who still speak kemantney. The other point that can be understood from the abo ve 

discussion is that, getting kaas signifies becoming Qemant again. That means, those 

Christianized Qemants are considered by the unbaptised awura Qemanls as no more 

Qemant. But they can be a member again as far as they undergone the rites of kaas. In 

other words, the issue of baptism is the basic boundary marker between the awura 

Qemants on the one hand and Amharans and Christian Qemants on the other. Thi s idea 

may be supported if one looks at the perception of the neighboring Chri stian Amharan . 

They mostly signify by the name Qemant to refer to those yet unbapti zed Qemants whil e 

those Christianized Qemants are considered as an Amhara. Of course, inform ants from 

Christian Qemants and neighboring Amhara use such words as " they" and "their" in 

referring to those awura Qemants and their traditional practices. All of these indicate the 

fluidity (flexibility) of the ethnic boundary between the two groups. The other point that 

one can implicitly understood is that there are notions of purity and impurity associated 

with the transgression of the ethnic boundary between the two. That is why an individual 

has to first pass through the process of purification (kaas). 

Just like their Christian Amharan neighbors, the Qemant has also their own fas ting days, 

but the duration of fasting days are different. The time of their fasting was the whole 

month of August unlike those Orthodox Christians whose fasting days extend until 

August sixteen on which they celebrated their festivity. The other fasting time of the 

Qemant falls between the months of March and April but before the time of Ester for th e 
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Orthodox Christians. That means their fasting days are short and they celebrate their 

festivity on "dabra zayt" (the passion day); half time the fa ting days of Orthodox 

Christians. 

Saturday is their main Sabbath day during which they do nothing; even they do not cook 

their food. They consume what they had prepared on the days before. They do not 

slaughter animals on Wednesdays and Fridays which were considered as godolo qCine 

(odd days) according to their religious rule. If an accident happened to thei r li ve tock, 

they do not slaughter them and consume the meat. One of the key info rmants mentioned 

that "if a cow is accidently fall into a hole and is going to die [on these days], we simpl y 

burry it". But the rule allows them to eat meat on these days if the animal was slaughtered 

on the other days of the week. That means, unlike the Orthodox Chri stians, Wedne day 

and Fridays are not there fasting days. 

Moreover, according to their religious rule women had to be out of the main residence 

during their menstrual period (for seven days) and when they gave birth (forty days for 

male and eighty days for females).There are small houses (huts) built fo r such women 

where they became secluded for the above specified period of time (see case two on page 

108). One of the informants, a Qemant priest, mentioned that "even a fe llow priest who e 

wife gave birth is not allowed to lead the prayer ceremony, unless kaas has been prepared 

for him. We consider him 'abro yawolada' [a man who gave birth together]". They sa id 

"melassacen yegodeJal, ~alotacen semur ayehonem " which literall y means our tongue 

·11 . b ·1 I d by vedara According to the key WI get Impure and our prayer can not e easl y lear 11 .. 

informants, all the above contents of ethnic identity is followed and practi ced by each and 

d Wll1·ch nlake them distinct from their Amharan every member of the Qemant an 
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neighbors. But nowadays, only those unbaptized awura/wann"l Oem" t . . ' " 
. . .. "' ~ "1n . 5 ale practl cll1g It 

while the majority of the people abandoned it Today sonle 0 ·[ tl Ch '" d " lose I'I stl anl ze 

Qemants when asked about the above religious elements they 1': I I d d' , lee s lame an Isgrace 

considering it as a "backward" practice. This was because all the above mentioned 

religious elements are contradictory with the doctrine of Orthodox Chri stianity to which 

they are now affiliated. 

3.4.1.3 Social Organization 

Social organization is also an objective aspect of ethnic identity that provide the 

structure for the ethnic community. Ethnic based social organization are another 

manifestation of ethnic identity since the historical tie among ethnic group member is 

also reflected in forms of social organization that make group members feel common or 

shared understanding of interpersonal relations (Kuper, 1969; Cohen, 1978:398). 

Socially, the Qemant were organized both vertically and horizontally. When one looks at 

the social hierarchy one could find the wambdr at the apex of the social ladder. Wambdr 

is more or less an equivalent title with that of a Christian bishop but with other 110n-

religious responsibilities. A person with this position has to be selected by the wider 

etlmic members from the keber moiety based on his perceived knowledge in 

administering the wider ethnic members. Only members from keber are permitted fo r 

such position because they are considered as much respected and near to yedara. ex t in 

their social position are Qemant priests (the kamazana and galalaka) who are mainl y 

. ' .., d h d f th wa"'11bdr The kdmdzdna is a hi gh lesponslble for rebglOus Issues un er t e or er 0 e . 

priest from the keber moiety while the galalaka is a fellow priest from yetcinley. Down to 
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the priests are yiigobiiz aliiqa (leader of the braves) alld ya"h .. ,. I ' ( agar sllnag e un il f 

elders) respectively in their social statuses that are legible in so lving di pute and 

conflicts at the lower level. 

As it was touched in section 3.3, the Qemant were also organized hori zo ntall y in t two 

halves or moieties known as keber and yetiintey. According to informants, keberlkeherua 

was the son of Adiiriiyke (the ancestral father of the Qemant) from who III ollle f th 

people in the area started in tracing their line of descent and form ed one Illoi ty. And 

those who self identified themselves as yeUintey started frolll luang. ' in c LlIlling their 

line of descent and formed another moiety. 

Among the Qemant marriage was arranged in such an exogamy base that a Illan fr m 

keber moiety was allowed to marry with a woman from yetdntey. Likewi e, a Illan fr m 

yetiintey moiety has to marry with a woman from keber moiety. ~ ven if marri age is 

broadly arranged in such a way between keber and yetdntey, there are other pecifi e rul es 

as discussed below. 

A son whose father was keber become keber again who would marry with a girl frolll 

yetdntey moiety known by the name anestiey. But a daughter whose father was keber 

became referred as senkera and was allowed to marry with a boy from yeldntey Illoiety. 

Then, both sons and daughters born from a mother senkera and a father yelCinley referred 

by the name senkera yehura and became yetdntey moiety members. But here, the female 

senkera yehura was allowed to marry with a man from yetdntey moiety (yeldnley) but not 

with keber. The same was true for the male senkera yehura who was all owed t Illarr 

. . . b e accordin o to the informant . with anestiey but not wIth senkera. These were ecaus , b 
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keber and anestiey are the grand father and grand mother (emita) of the fe male and male 

senkera yehura respectively. Children born from the male or female senkera yehura al 0 

became yetantey moiety members, but did not have any special name. All these were the 

marriage rules followed by the Qemant. 

From the above discussion, one can understand that the Qemant had a system of 

patrilineal moiety organization which was one of the mechanisms through which they 

maintained their ethnic boundary. Not only this, the informants al so raised that the 

descent line of the couple were traced up to the seventh house (generation) so that 

marriage was arranged out of the seventh house (generation). That means, marri age 

below this was considered as a taboo, as the future couple were considered as siblings. In 

addition, some old informants mentioned that marriage outside the ethnic group wa not 

allowed, it was considered as "impure". The marriage rule was so strict that every body 

looks for its applicability. It was enforced in such a way that a person who violates thi s 

rule was cursed by the Qemant priests and elders. Generally, it was using such moiety 

exogamy and ethnic endogamy that the Qemant had maintained their ethnic identity. 

However, following the massive religious conversion of the Qemant (into Chri sti anity) 

all such boundary guards get burst leading to the interethnic marriage between Qemants 

and their Amharan neighbors. Even in those rural areas where almost all of the residents 

are Qemant, people today arrange marriage simply considering the ethnic, but not moiety, 

f . . . N d only some of those unbapti zed a filIatIOn of the would be marnage partner. owa ays, 

. . . I Even within this latter oroup it is 
awura Qemants are followll1g the earher marnage ru es. b 

common for some members to get baptized and arrange marriage with those earl y 

Christianized Qemants. 

66 



3.4.1.4 The Traditional Political Structure 

Within the traditional political structure of the Qemant thel'e wel'e .co ' . h' h' I 
, 1.1 UI main lerarc Ica 

levels through which the people used to solve different conflicts and problems that w ul d 

arise among ethnic members. These were yah agar simagie (council of elders), ycigobCiz 

alaqa (leader of the braves), kamazana (a high Qemant priest), and then wCimbcir (a titl 

for an ethnic leader). All of these were nominated by the people and had their wn 

responsibility in solving different types of disputes and conflicts. 

The role of the council of elders was to settle disputes and disagreements at the gra r ot 

levels; conflicts at the family level and those associated with man'iag and pr I erty. 

When there are some cases which could not be solved at this level, it would be refe rr d t 

the next level; yagobaz alaqa. The latter would solve those unreso lved confli ct at th 

first level and those associated with theft and boarder conflicts on agricultural and 

grazing lands (ytidtinber geCit). 

The ktimtiztina is a higher priest selected from the keber moiety. He was se lected not onl y 

based on the nomination from the mass of the people but also his level of knowledge in 

the Qemant religion also taken into account. Once selected, he has the responsibility of 

adjudicating those unresolved cases by the first two levels. But his main ro le is to settl e 

any problem associated with the religion. 

Finally at the apex of the hierarchy was the wambdr who has to be selected fro m the 

keber moiety based on his perceived knowledge in adjudicating the wider ethni c 

members. So, all those unresolved cases would get final decision by the wdmbdr. In 

dd ' , I and resolved by the wtimbdr . a l110n to this, cases of murder were on y seen 
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In resolving conflicts, the Qemant mainly depended on what they called mtihala and 

gizzet system (religious oath/swearword). And it was the ktimtiztina that led thi s proces . 

Since the people were basically tradition bound, they respect the decisions pas ed. So, a 

person found guilty would pay the victim that amount of money specified by th 

respective adjudicator depending on the fault that he/she had committed. But half of the 

money should be allotted for the undertaking of the religious ceremony; to buy acrifi cial 

sheep. 

It was in such a way that the Qemant people had maintained the peaceful relationship and 

ethnic solidarity among members. But nowadays, following their baptism, almo t all of 

the people go to the formal legal institutions to solve cases of disputes and confli cts. Thi 

is because their traditional political structure and conflict resolution process by its nature 

was basically tied with or embedded in their religious domain. So, following their 

conversion to Orthodox Christianity, the majority of the people abandoned to be 

adjudicated in the Qemant mahala and gizzet system. According to wambtir Mulluneh, at 

the present time, only the unbaptized awura Qemants and some Christian Qemants who 

do not have enough time and/or financial capacity for the undel1aking of their cases in the 

formal legal institutions use the gizzet system to solve their problem. 

Generally, informants could be classified in to two broad categories depending on their 

views about the above discussed objective aspects of Qemant ethnic identity. The fi rst 

. d h ·gued that "the objecti ve identity category of mformants are the educate ones w 0 at J 

markers that are on the verge of extinction still distinguishes the Qemant as a separate 

. . t· d tl at nowadays there is almost ethmc group". Except such informants others mam ame 1 , ' 

Co th A hara Such informant 
nothing which makes the Qemant people distinct lrom em· 
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argued, in the present time almost all of the Qemant speak Amh" +: II 0 h alIC, LO ow rt odox 

Christianity and assimilated through intermarriage with the neighboring Amharan . 0 , 

for them the ethnic identity of the Qemant people is a lost case In f: t ·t· · . ac , I IS common to 

hear from them "In the earlier time we were Qemants but nowadays we are Orthodox 

Christians, we speak Amharic and we intermarried with the Amhara people. So, we are 

now Amhara". The Qemant ethnic identity could therefore be considered as what Le 

(2009) identified as "emergent ethnic identity" which involves the creation of new forms 

of group identity due to the convergence of particular circumstances; in thi s case the 

change towards the socio-cultural pattern of their Amharan neighbors; Amharani zati on. 

3.4.2 The Subjective Aspects of Qemant Ethnic Identity 

Etlmic identity is not just a process whereby groups or individuals judge their ethnicity 

solely by objective physical criteria or on the basis of the culture in which they were born 

but the subjective nature of ethnic identity is also important (Stephan, 1989:507). Mo t of 

the literatures about ethnic identity identify subjective elements as; the individual 

awareness of his/her ethnic identity and individual consciousness of belonging to and 

identification with his/her own group. For instance, Stavenhagen (1996:27) stated 

"subjective criteria refer to the psychological, affective, individual mental and emotional 

process by which specific persons identify with a culture or an ethnic group". These are 

of course elements that pertain to the individual, but by being widely shared, they can 

often be referred to as "collective consciousness". 

Although the objective aspects of ethnic identity are interrelated with the subj ecti v 

. .' 'bl t say that the subjecti ve elem nl elements and are in mutual influence, It IS Impossl e 0 
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are wholly determined by the objective aspects. Indeed, Isajiw (1990:36) assur d thi 

stating: 

~lthough the i?ternal, sUbjective aspects of ethnic identity are 
ll1terconnected wIth the external or objective behavior it should not be 
assumed that, empirically,. the 1\:0 types are always de;endent upon each 
other; [ ... ] one may ret am a hIgher degree of internal than of external 
aspects, and vice versa. 

This is reflected in some ways in the case of the Qemant. Even if the objective markers of 

the Qemant ethnic identity are near extinction, the feeling of attachment of the people to 

the name "Qemant" is still observed on the side of late adolescents and aged informant. 

This is reflected when they are asked about their ethnicity; they replied by saying "we are 

a!entti Qemant " which literally means our background is from Qemant. A it wa 

discussed above, some others who could not speak kemantney also tried to relate 

themselves to the language. Without following the associated rules, some other a we ll 

identified themselves to the label keber and yettintey. 

The subj ective aspects of Qemant ethnic identity is reflected in the form of mi xed types 

of feelings; associated with the near death of their ancestral language. Mostly, fee lings of 

regret were reflected on the side of informants while talking about the factors behind its 

annihilation. Below are further discussions about the subjective elements of Qemant 

ethnic identity. 

3.4.2.1 The Counitive Dimensions of Qemant Ethnic Identity 
I:> 

T hn· 'd t't are examined by looking at the self he cognitive dimensions of Qemant et IC I en I y 

. . hn' . the perceived stereotypes of the 
image of the people towards theIr own et IC group, 
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Qemant towards their Amharans neighbors· and the knowledge f th . b 
' 0 e Ill C mem rs about 

their heritage and historical past. 

, 

The self images of informants toward their own ethnic group varied across their ag , 

education, socio-economic status and place of residence. The youth and earl y adult 

informants do not know the earlier ethnic tradition, heritage and its hi stori cal past. They 

are socialized and grown up in accordance with the socio-cultural pattern of their 

Amharan neighbors. It is common to find children born from Qemant parent but 

responded as an Amhara when asked about their ethnicity. Some others mentioned that 

they were in a dilemma to express their ethnic identity. For example, one of uch 

informants said: 

I have two reasons by which I do not have the courage to say I am 
Qemant. The first thing is, they [the awura Qemants] pray and undertake 
religious ceremonies under trees. So, I feel they worship in that tree; and 
feel shame. The other reason is I do not know the language [kemantney]. 

From these, one can probably argue inline with the constructivist approach that di ctates 

ethnicity and ethnic identity as socially constructed. 

Those late adults, who mostly blamed themselves for the demise of the etlmic traditions 

and the near extinction of the language, had mixed feelings and images about their 

ethnicity. Most of the informants in this age category mentioned their reluctance to learn 

and/or practice the ethnic traditions from their parents when they were chil dren. 

F II . f Chr· . ·t . t the area and the mass conversion o OWll1g the further encroachment 0 Isham y 111 0 

of the people into Christianity( during the 1960s); speaking Amhari c language in 

particular, and acting and behaving in accordance with the cultural pattern of their 

. . f " d ity" for them. So, they had a 
Amharan neighbors was consIdered as a SIgn 0 mo ern 
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negative image towards the socio-cultural elements of thel·r 0 . . 1-1 wn glOUp. owever ther 

were some other informants who blamed not themselves b t tl . u lell· parent . They 

maintained that "even if our parents had known kemantney very well t·1 d·d I , ley I not teac 1 

us the language; they used it to have only secret talks". Informants under thi ao 
b 

category had some fragmented knowledge about their heritage and hi stori ca l past. In fa l, 

few of them are able to listen, if not to speak, when others talk in kemantney. 

The very aged informants were once the members of a clearly distinct Qemant ethni 

group. But now almost all of them are Orthodox Christians; the majority of whom hay 

positive image about the early socio-cultural content of their ethnic group. They 

romanticized the harmonious relationship and good conduct among ethni c member 

which was regulated by the religious and traditional political structure of the gr up. 

However, it is common to find few informants in this age category, especiall y th e In 

their communion, who tend to blame the Qemant religious traditions. 

The educated and those at the high socio-economic status position had first concealed 

their ethnic identity and were the early converted and assimilated ones with their 

Amharan neighbors through marriage and socio-cultural adoption. However, accord ing to 

the informants, their situation at · the present time is totally different; tbey are now 

preaching the mass of the people about the "injustices" done on the group by the pasl 

regimes and are claiming for self administration. This tendency is perhaps what Hwang 

and Murdock (1991:469) discussed under their ethnic "competition model" which see 

I .. . . . . , used among minoriti es as the et 1lllC Identlty as "a ' dormant polItlcal conSCiOusness aro 

. h· their knowledae about the 
confront majority prejudice [ ... and] heIghtens as t ey mcrease to 
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host society, enter mainstream occupations and interact . f. '. , mOl e lequentl y WJth maJ rit 

members". 

The situation was different for those living in the rural areas, all of whom had 

constructive attitude and image about their ancestral group Even J'f t'l ,.( f h . le maJon yo ' t e 

people are now Christians they at least know their ancestral traditions and its hi to ri ca l 

past. In fact, it is possible to find some of such people who still celebrate the (l ri y 

Qemant religious holidays. Most of the time, they blamed those living in the main t wn 

for the further weakening of their ethnic identity. Such positive images (owar l one', 

ancestral group accompanied by a practice of highly selected trad itions repre ent what 

Isajiw (1990) classified as "ethnic rediscovery". 

3.4.2.2 The Moral Dimension of Qemant Ethnic Identity 

In most of the literatures (see for example Phinney and Isajiw, 1990) the moral dil11en ion 

of ethnic identity is basically associated with the feeling of group obligation in the fo rm 

ofthe importance a person attaches to his/her group and the implication the group has for 

the person' s behavior. Specifically, it includes such feelings of obligations as tbe 

importance of teaching the ethnic language to one's children, of marrying witbin the 

group, or of helping members of the group in times of difficulty. Feelings of obliga ti on 

accounts for the commitment a person has to his group and for the group so li darity that 

ensues. 

Informants had different VIews for those questions designed to know their ethnic 

obligations and commitment for ethnic integration. Some of the educated were intere ted 

'f 1 . . 'C c. f associations through which 
I t ley organize the ethnic members mto dlf:..erent lorms 0 

73 



-hey could participate, exchange ideas and develop their etlml'c ceel' d I' t ' 
, II 111 gS an 0 IC ant 

But the uneducated and few educated ones emphasized on the strengthening r the 

peaceful relationship and avoidance of possible conflicts with their Amharan n ighbor , 

Still the emphasis of other informants was on the kemantney language: tho e who kn 

the language wanted to teach others; and those who did not know the language, mo 't! 

youths and early adults, their interest was to study the language from those remnant 

speakers, Under this category of informants were those who were attempting to co li t 

,lOd write down some kemantney words before the complete death of their ance tral 

language (kemantney), However, their intentions were different; some of them had a 

belief that the language would be revived and serve again in strengthening the thnic ti e 

and its solidarity; so their intention was to study and expand it. But others are not ure ~ r 

its revival and so their aim was simply to write it down and make it published a part r 

the history of the group, 

All the above efforts of youths and early adults indicate the reverse in the feeling and 

concern of the people towards their ancestral language; because as it was di scussed in the 

section above the feelings of their immediate predecessors in teaching kemantney (their 

ethnic obligation) was very weak due to the prejudiced attitude in the area that Qell1ants 

originated from wood together with their own perception that Christiani zati on means 

Amharanization, 

There are also some indications that the way' of family socialization among Qemant 

t' t teacll their children about their ethnic changing, Some parents are attemp mg 0 

I e of Qemant ethnic identit 
background and tried to make them feel and deve op a sens 

F 'd "I h two children and I am ah ay 
or example, one of the female informants Sal ave 
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telling them to say I am from Qemant". All these changes might be because of the 

~xpansion of education and increasing awareness of the people to tl . . h h 
v ge 1el Wit t e present 

government policy of ethnic reorganization and ethnic entitlement. 

The 2007 Population and Housing Census of the country became a hallmark for the 

beginning of Qemant ethnic mobilization. Unlike the previous National Censuses thi , 

:me did not list the Qemant as a separate ethnic group. So, following the mi sing of the 

ethnic census code that was representing the group (for no apparent reason), the educat d 

and politically aware Qemants initiate a movement for ethnic mobilizati on and claim for 

self administration of the area. On the other hand, those priests serving the Orthodox 

Church are strongly against this pressure group. Such priests are mainly tho e earl y 

converted Qemants. For them, according to the key informants, the movement fo r ethnic 

mobilizat ion and ethnic revival means a return to the earlier ethnic traditions among 

which the Qemant religion is the one which by its nature has contradictory elem nts to 

the doctrine of Orthodox Christianity. So, they ideally oppose those leaders of the 

movement and their followers. Indeed, the mass of the Christian Qemants and the 

neighboring Amhara people are strict adherents to the church, its doctrine and the saying 

of the priests who together resist such a movement. 

Some of the informants in the field had feelings of fear and doubt about the movement. 

No matter how I had introduced myself, during the time of interview few info rmants still 

considered me as one of those initiators and tried to advice me. They mainly talk about 

1 . . . 'th their Amhara neighbor ' their 
t len long cohabitation and socio-cultural mteractlOn WI ' , 

. b d ssociations such as idir, iqllib, 
mutual participation in the different commul11ty ase a 

. . . ' . d that there is nothing, which 
mahzber, sanbete etc; and their marriage ties. They mentlOne 
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makes them different from their neighbors Here was one of th . f' . e Inlormants who a kcd 

me "I am from Qemant but my wife is an Amhara, and we have three children. 0 t 

which category will you classify them?" 

As already discussed above, the religion and the traditional politica l structure of the 

Qemant had had strong implication for the behavior of individuals in the group, but n t 

today. Unlike the earlier moiety based ethnic endogamy, at present most of the Q mant 

do not have any special marriage preference within the group rather it is common ~ r 

them to marry out of their ethnic group. Indeed, some informants mentioned that " inc 

our Amhara neighbors strongly believe that we are hard workers and honest for our 

marriage, they usually prefer to have marriage tie with us". The info rmation gained fr 111 

the Amhara informants also attests the work endeavor of the Qemants. De pite thi 

change in the general trend of the marriage pattern, some informants mentioned that ,ti II 

there is a tendency on the side of few people from both groups who tend to give priori ty 

for a spouse from their own ethnic background. But they couldn' t justify tlte rcason 

behind. 

Generally, as it is reflected above, the feelings of ethnic obligation of the informants were 

reflected in various ways. However, most of them actually did nothing in fo ll owing their 

ethnic traditions but simply mentioned their interest. This high intensity of feeling of 

h . . . . 1 1 1 f . t' e oftlleir tradi tions is what isajiw et mc obhgatlOn accompamed by a ow eve 0 pIac IC 

(1990) identified as "ideological identity". 
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1.4.2.3 The Affective Dimension of Qemant Ethnic Identity 

\s it is reflected in the various works done on ethnic identity (see for example 

;tavenhagen, 1996; Stephan, 1989; Phiney and Isajiw, 1990), the feeling of attachment t 

me's group is referred as the affective dimension of ethic identity, Thi can be 

nanifested in the associative preference for members of one's group as aga in t member 

)f other groups and feeling of security and comfort with the cultural patterns of (h 

~roup, 

rhe feeling of attachment of the Qemants to their own ethnic grollp wa r n clcd in 

lariolls ways during the process of interviews, Those who did not actuall y know the 

anguage but identified kemantney as their own language were some of them, Tho e wh 

dentified themselves as "afenta Qemant" in responding to their ethnicity were the other 

mes who feel proud of being Qemant. These informants were conscious of their 

)elonging to and identification with the Qemant ethnic group, On the other extreme, there 

Nere those who did not want even to say "I am from Qemant" and mostl y hide their 

~thnic background, This might be the result of the feeling of inferi ority that they 

ieveloped as a result of the earlier mentioned prejudiced labels associated with the name 

~emant. 

nformants do not have any special associative preference for their own members, They 

" "d " t' 'til their Amharan neiahbor in l1enttoned theIr day to day mteractIOn an partlclpa IOn WI b 

, h " ' 'd" 'quib mahebdr and siinbefe, ,uc voluntary and commumty based assocIatIOns as 1 11, 1 . , . . . 

, I' J'oy and happines ' they fhey together interacted at the time of dlfficu ty, gnevances, 
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11utually help, cooperate and have smooth relationship. In other words, member of b th 

~thnic groups felt secured in their Pat1icipation with that of the other group. 

However, the informants' feeling of comfort towards the earlier cultural pattern of their 

)wn ethnic group was mixed one, Some of the informants referring to their language 

~esponded that they would be very blissful if they could know and speak kemantn y. 

Such informants mainly look at the near death of the language; they feel regretted and a k 

:hemselves about the reasons behind, For example, a 22 years old informant said "when I 

1ear some elder people talking in kemantney, I ask myself why it gets extinct". till 

mother informant explained his own feeling by saying "when I hear my parent talking in 

(emantney, I feel and consider myself as an outsider", 

Some informants basically students from Qemant background mentioned that: the 

jifferent ethnic groups in the country have also passed different periods of injusti ce, 

llthough the degree may vary from one to the other, but they can at least maintain their 

language and other identity markers, Now such groups are mainly known by their 

language and socio-cultural practices, The fact that the near death of the kt'mantney 

language and other ethnic identity markers make them regretted, One of the info rmants 

llad this to say: 

I feel proud of beina from Qemant. But, when I think about the extincti on 
of our language, I feel gloomy. Specially, starting from the day of 

, ,,' t' l't' and peoples I have celebratIOn for EthIOpian nation, na JOna lies , 
developed a feeling which I couldn' t express, When I see people from 

, th" d tity markers on TV I different ethnic groups together showmg elr I en ' 
sense about the Qemant group and feel sad, 

But some others who are now mainly affiliated to the Orthodox Church refer to their 

, I' I . tices and felt di scomfo rt. The 
ancestral religion and other associated SOCIO-CU tma plac 
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:onsidered it as "harmful traditional practices". Mostly th t ' d . . , ey ne to use the r 11 0 1 U 
I:> 

:lements of Christianity as a standard and attempt to judge their ancestral tradi tion ba d 

m that. For instance, most of such informants raised the practice of th Q I' . e emant re Iglou 

)rayer under trees and the seclusion of women from the house at the t' f . Ime 0 men truatl n 

tnd delivery as "backward practices". The other one they censured was the fact that th 

lwura Qemants do not fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays. However, such informant 

ntemally feel that they are Qemants, especially when they are with their G lIow 

nembers. This is what I observed during the time of the focus group discussion. incc 

he name "Qemant" had been associated with different prejudiced or stereotyped label ) 

hey do not explicitly introduce themselves as Qemant when they interact with tho e 

vhom they do not know (see case five and six on pages 114 and 115). Thi can how 

lOW ethnic identity is fluid and varies across contexts. 

\s it was presented in the literature section, Hwang and Murdock (J 991 :469-470) 

liscussed two competing models of ethnic identity. The "ethnic enclosure" model 

naintains that " lack of opportunities for intergroup contacts and socio-economic 

ldvancement sustains ethnic identity" while that of the "ethnic competition" model 

lsserts that "greater intergroup contact intensifies minority ethnic identity". If one wants 

o evaluate the ethnic identity of the Qemant based on these seemingly opposing models 

me can understand that both have some truths. First, as per the information gained from 

, • co h . t' d d practicina some traces of the 
~ey llllormants, those Qemants who ave mam ame an . I:> 

~arlier ethnic tradition (e.g. following and respecting for the Qemant religious tradition ) 

co . . k II' has Sabera and Kussayna. Most 
ire lound III those far remote, inaccessible 0 a meas suc 

f I co d' such areas where the majorit I 

) the remaining speakers of kemantney are a so loun m . 
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l the residents are Qemants and the degree of intergroup contact ·tl tl .. A I 
W I 1 lell mlaran 

leighbors is limited. Leave alone practicing the earlier ett..·ll·C t d·t · I 
III ra I lons; lowever, th 

Nho live in the town do not know much about their ethnic oral tradi tions. They ar 

lssimilated with their Amharan neighbors but sometimes reflect their fee lings of ethni 

dentity in different ways as it was discussed above. Therefore one can poss ibly argu 

hat the former model works best when one consider the objective ethnic identity marker 

)f the Qemant people while the latter one mainly accounts for the subjecti ve element r 

~emant ethnic identity. In other words, when we look at the objective aspects of Q mant 

~thnic identity, such as their language, religion and other associated practice, it i mainl y 

-'allowing their religious conversion and the long time socio-cultural interac ti on with th ir 

;mharan neighbors that such elements get extinct. But, nowadays, the ubj ecti ve 

~Iements in the form of feelings of ethnic revival, ethnic mobilization, and regr t 

lssociated with the near extermination of their language become very strong whi ch is 

)asically the result of interetwlic contact. 

Jenerally, the Qemant people, specially youths and early adults can be categori zed under 

Nhat Phinney (1990) identified as the stage of "unexamined etlmic identity" because they 

Nere not exposed to issues related to their ethnic traditions and so do not know anything 

Ibout their ethnic identity. One might also classify those educated and politica ll y aware 

~emants under what Phinney (1990) labeled as the stage of "exploration of one's own 

h . . . ·fi . e that forces awareness of ~t l11Clty" that takes place as a result of a S1g11l lcant expenenc 

, .. f h thn· up code in the 2007 Censu . )ne s etwlicity. In this case, the omlSSlOn 0 tee lC gro 

H . . h t " 1 group invo lve an in ten e 
owever, unlike Phinney's (1990) charactenzatlOn t a suc 1 

lu 1 th activities of reading. ta lking t 
process of immersion in one' s own culture t ·oug 1 e 
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Ie and participating actively in cultural events", the majority of such people in th )eop 

ase of the Qemant did not know, leave alone practicing, the very ethnic tradition and 

. eth11ic identity markers of the group. )aslC 
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:HAPTER FOUR: ETHNIC IDENTITY DICHOTOMIZATION AND THE 

F ACTORS BEHIND ITS WEAKENING 

'his chapter is a continuation of the analysis part which basically deals with the internal 

nd external factors that dichotomized the ethnic identity ofthe Qemant; the current trend 

] socio-cultural interaction between the Qemant and the neighboring Amharans; factors 

ehind the weakening of Qemant ethnic identity; and presentation of six life historie a 

arrated by the informants, The chapter ends by examining the ethnic identity of th 

2emant in light of the constitutional ethnic rights in the country, 

. .1 Ethnic Identity Dichotomization: Internal and External Factors 

t is such internal factors as sharing-of common traits, ascription and identification by the 

ctors themselves, internal social networks etc together with the external factor such a 

nteraction with other distinct groups and ascriptions by others that solidifies ethnic 

dentity. Indeed, Nagel (1994: 154) stated that "Ethnic identity is the result of a dialectical 

H'ocess involving internal and external opinions and process, as well as the individual' 

elf identification and outsiders' etlmic designations", Cohen (1978:386) also added that 

'ethnicity is a series of nesting dichotomizations of inclusiveness and exclusivene s". 

~herefore , it is based on this assumption that the ethnic identity of the Qemant people is 

:xamined in this $ection. 

~ irst, when we look at the internal factors; as some of the aged informants mentioned, in 

h . I d' . t fl their Amhara neiohbor in e earher time the Qemant people were clear y Istmc rom b 

1 '· . hn' be's shared common trait . The lelr socia-cultural practices and all of the et IC mem I 

." ) and followed the a ociated 
Nere organized into two moieties (keber and yetantey 
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narriage rules; members strictly adhere to their religion and associ at d I I e ru es; t ley were 

nainly settling their disputes and conflicts using their ethnic based fl ' I ' con ICt re 0 utlon 

nechanisms; and generally ascribing themselves as qadami Qemanl etc they had 

naintained their etlmic boundary. However, following their religious conversion to 

=hristianity almost all Qemants share common traits with that of their Amharan 

leighbors. Nowadays, there are only a few Qemants led by wambtir Mulluneh who ke p 

md follow the earlier religious tradition. Members in this group are identified by both the 

leighboring Amharans and Christian Qemants as awuralwanna Qemant. However, when 

me looks at this group, it is difficult to say that members share common trait . There are 

:ome who do not at all know the ethnic language; others specially the children of the e 

nvura Qemants are deviating from those distinguishing markers of the group. They 

;ontinue the trend in getting baptism into Orthodox Christianity and gett ing marri ed to 

hose early Christianized Qemants and the neighboring Amharans. 

rhose internal social networks that once strengthen the ethnic tie and harden the Qemant 

~thnic identity, at the present time, get weakened. Of course, those ethnic attribute 

)efore the massive religious switch of the people were the basic means of their internal 

;ocial network and ethnic ties through which their ethnic identity was internall y 

;olidified. Nowadays, all such mechanisms are absent. Indeed, few associati on are 

~merging recently, mainly in the form of development and help associations (e.g. "The 

..... . . ") 0 xpect that such associat ion -<emant People Development ASSOCIatIOn. ne may e 

", d 't I ties amona the Qemant . .yould renew and enhance the ethnic partICIpatIOn an 111 erna I:> 

3ut, according to the informants, such associations embrace only those sociaJl y and 

, h'l the maJ'ority of the people rather 
~conomically well advanced Qemant elItes w Ie 
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:uticipate together with their Amharan neighbors in such co . b . . mmul1Ity ased association 

, idir, iquib, mahiber and san bate. 

he internal factor that almost all of the informants raised was the self . t· h I ascnp Ion t at t1 

'emant are "hard workers", "honest and faithful who can keep their promise", etc and 

IOStiy they identified their Amharan neighbors to the opposite of such attribution. For 

i(ample, one of the elderly informants said "In the earlier time theft was not known 

nong the Qemant, but nowadays it is becoming common following the interethnic 

larriage with our Amharan neighbors". In addition, as the saying of some other 

lformants indicates the notions of "purity" and "impurity" was also the other factor that 

lternally solidifies the Qemant etlmic identity. For instance, for the question asked about 

Ie tendency of interethnic marriage they responded that "in the earlier time we did not 

larry with the neighboring Amhara people because we perceived them as Cljentacdwu 

1maye!ara [their bone is not pure] ". So, all such negative stereotyped attributions might 

Iso internally solidify the Qemant ethnic identity in the past. 

~oming to the external factors, before the 1960s, the socio-cultural interaction between 

Ie Qemant and the neighboring Amharans were largely shaped by the economic, 

~ligious and other social factors. The first thing was; the production relationship was 

tructured between the balabat and td!dmane. According to the key informants, most of 

Ie times those who were born from the Amharan family were legible for holding ris( 

md and were identified as balabat while the majority of the Qemant were not legible for 

b . 11 1 d their life by workino on the lat and referred as td!dmane. The latter group aSlca y e b 

b sidered as manlari of the 
md of the balabats. All this was because, the bala ats were can . , 

b t en the two oroupS becau e of th 
rea. During this time; marriage was not common e we b 
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JOve mentioned economical reason; the one who are not entitled to the land wa n t 

l'eferred for marriage. In addition to the economic ones rell'g'IO f: t· I , us ac 01 was t1e oth r 

ne. The Qemants were predominantly practicing their own ancestral religion which b 

s nature was different from the one followed by the maiority of tl . lb ' 
~ 1e nelg 1 orlng 

mharans; Orthodox Christianity. So, the marriage tie between the two was also hinder d 

y such religious difference. 

esides all the above, the commonly held prejudice that the Qemant ori ginated from 

'ood (tree) had also contributed a lot in affecting the marriage and other socio-cultural 

lteraction between the two groups. Generally, therefore, the ethnic identity of th 

'emant was solidified across all these internal and external factors. Today, the ethnic 

Jundary between the two seems getting blurred although there is a tendency on the id 

f the neighboring Amharans to ascribe the Qemant as quanqua qamds. This i an 

ltention of referring them as new converted ones generally into the ways of living of the 

mharans and particularly into speaking Amharic language . 

. 2 Diffused Ethnic Identity: The Current Trend in Socio-Culturallnteraction 

f 'nee the basic ethnic boundary maintaining mechanisms ruptured, the · nature 

lterethnic relationship and interaction between the Qemants and their Amharan 

~ighbors also changed. Following religious conversion, another ethnic category, 

"'Ih ' . f' t f between the three become ~ nstJan Qemants" formed so that the nature 0 III erac IOn 

lore or less complex. Nowadays, the Amhara neighbors and even some Christi an 

h . till unbaptized and follov 
'emants use the name "Qemant" to refer to those w 0 are s . 

. h t· f socio-cultural interacti 11 , at the 
telr ancestral religion. When asked about t e na me 0 
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)resent, between the Qemant and their Amhara neighbor, all 82 years old info rmant 

Christian Qemant) said: 

Those Qemants are nowadays very few They live on the' d . . . Ir own wayan 
trad~tI?n ; they do not arrange marriage with others [Amharans and 
Chnsttan Qemants]. But, we Christians [Christian Qemants] . 

. d . h A h ar e now 
marne Wit m arans and together participate in Mahiber and Sanbete. 

'he bold marked from the above case are what I wanted to emphasize from which one 

an understand that, some Christian Qemants do not consider themselves as Qell1ant ; 

ather they used the name "Qemant" to refer to those awuralwanna Qemants. 

-.2.1 The Religious Domain 

'here is a widely held or accepted belief in the area that the prayer of the Qemant prie t 

) good for the wellbeing of the community in general and for the health, wealth and li fe 

f someone in particular. So, Christian Qemants and Amharans; sometimes even ome 

riuslims, interacted with the awura Qemant priests during the time of the latter's anllual 

~Iigious pray. Even though the majority of the Qemant are converted to Orthodox 

:hristianity, it is common to see some Christian Qemants who still respect the earlier 

digious traditions. For example, some of them participated in the religious ceremonie 

f the a'vvura Qemants. They contributed, either in the form of cash or in kind, for the 

digious performance of the Qemant priests. They also respect Saturdays as their main 

:abbath day and respect and celebrate such holidays as Gebarhu and MizeganQ all of 

h· I . . . . Q t These informants' when asked v IC 1 are the reliGIOUS traditIOns of awura eman s. , 
b 

b . . , d' . f fathers ' and grand fathers ". out their reason they replied that "It IS the tra ItiOn 0 our 

lowever they equally participate in the religious ceremonies and perfo rmance of 

) S d nd observe the days of angel 
rthodox Christians. They go to church every un ays a 
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nd saints. For example, one of the elder female informants I d thO . " . 1a IS to say. qedame 

lame nawu ehwud magele nawu" which can be approximated 'Saturday is by blood 

vhile Sunday is my pus' . This was intended to indicate that work on both Saturday and 

:unday is taboo for her; she reverences these two days (see case one and two on pag 106 

nd 108). Still the other elder but male informant extended that: 

I get baptized and now I am Orthodox Christian, I respect and follow the 
religious rule (doc~rine) of Christianity. I go to church every Sunday; I do 
not eat on the fastmg days; I celebrate some holidays and do not work on 
the days of Saint Michael, Gabrel and Mariam. Likewise, I also celebrate 
and do not work on Saturdays and other Qemant holidays such as Gebcirhu 
and Mizegana. I take some barley, sait, hen, money or other things which .I 
can afford when the Qemant priests undertake religious pray during 
holidays. All this is because whatever the Qemant priests call for the name 
of yedtira, it is for God who does not have any awuraja or woreda. 

,et alone those Christian Qemants; the Amharan neighbors mostly Orthodox Chri tian 

nd even some Muslims sometimes contribute money for the undertakings of religiou 

,rayer by the Qemant priests. This is specially when there is problem associated with 

:tin; because there is a widely accepted belief in the area that the religious prayer of 

~emant priests is easily heard by God. As per the informants, this is manifested by the 

nmediate change of the situation. That means, when there is lack (sh0l1age) of rain and 

vhen they are invited to pray, within one or two days it gets cloud and rain fa ll s. Also, 

vhen there is an excessive rain that will affect crops, they do the same thing so that it i 

h· h' t h ds upward repeatedl y lade reduced. A 75 years old informant, stretc mg IS wo an 

. . . . . h "" . b of the prayer of thi s Qemant lentlOned, dunng the tllne of mterVleW, t at It IS ecause 

. . . 'f t thO gs would get worse". 'nests that one can see the wellbemg of this area, 1 no m 

I . . " h f:i It ashamed when thinking and 
owever, there are some others "Chnst13n Qemant woe 

. . d I of the Qemant reli gion. The 
llkmg about the religious practices and associate ru es 
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)sence of baptism forty days after birth for the male and eighty days later for th 

:males; the absence of fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays and some other days all the 

ere frequently mentioned and perceived by such informants as "backward practi ce ". 

ne of the informants reflected his own position by saying: 

The re!igion [Ol~hodox ~hristianity] which I have received from my 
immediate father IS somethmg that I have to keep and respect. May be, my 
great grand parents and/or grand parents had changed their religion but I 
can not change that of mine. Christianity is just like the land that you 
possess. You can ' t sell or alter it4 but simply keep and transmit for the 
next generation. 

is possible to understand the degree of religious adherence of the Qemant people in 

~tween the two religious poles; between the indigenous religion and that of Orthod x 

hristianity. Those identified as awura Qemants are, in a relative sense, "strict" foll ower 

f their ancestral religion while the majority of Christian Qemants are basically adherent 

f Orthodox Christianity. Still some others, mainly those in rural sides, commonly 

lrticipate in both religious domains. Around the shade of St. Michael church in the main 

Iwn there are almost twelve Sanbetes all of which have members from both Chri ti an 

'emants and Christian Amharans . 

. 2.2 The Pattern of Marriage 

. . . . ' h .' t' between the Qemant and the .S It was discussed 111 the earlier sectIOn, t e marnage Ie 

. . . db' ternal and external factor . ~Ighbonng Amharans were more or less restncte y m 

. . t . 1975 the balabal-tcitamai1e .owever, following the land reform polley of the coun ry m ' 

. t 'b tion to change the pattern of roduction relationship ended. This had Its own con n u 

~lationships between the two groups. 

The Current Ethiopian law does not allow the sell ofland. 
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I addition, the further infringement of Christianity and the 
expansion of m dern 

:lucation in the area were the other main factors behind the I . h c 1ange 111 t e pattern of 

'Iationship between Qemant and Amhara. Specifically the latte b ' , r one can e mentioned 

)1' the increasing awareness of the people about the widely held prejudice toward the 

'emant which in turn lead to the decrease in the degree of its prevalence. Because of all 

lch changes, the internal and external factors that once dichotomized between the two 

roups get burst; enhancing the interethnic marriage and other socio-cultural interaction 

etween the two groups. Nowadays, it is a common trend for people from the two ethni 

ackgrounds to intermarry each other. In order to better illustrate the present day socio-

ultural interactions between the two groups, it seems important to directly cite what an 

Id age Amhara informant has to say: 

Derro enassu min nabaracaw? Maret larassu kamabalu bafit enassu kaefia 
ka AmaraWlI nabar tatamenaw yamiadru. Ahune gin hullu taqayerwual , 
hullu tamerwual, qadeswual, abesawual, gebim tagabetanal tawaledanal. 

This can be translated as follows: 

Before the decree of land to the tiller [in 1975], they [the Qemant] do have 
nothing to possess. They were living by working on our land as tatamafie 
(tenant). Now everything has changed. Everybody gets learned, become 
priest, eat together and intermarried. 

'he above quotation may better show the change in the trends of socio cultural 

lteractions between the two following the 1975 land reform policy. Until their mas 

xodus to Israel in the 1990s the Beta Israeli ("Falassa") people were also li ving in the , , 

. d tl t after rea along with the Qemant and the Amhara. The key informants mentlOne la , 

. . btl the Qemant and the Beta 1e massive religious switch of the Qemant, marnage e weel 

sraeli ("Falassa") was also common. The situation is different in the case of awura 

) . . t ry intermarry with their 0 \· n 
~ emants. Most of the time members of thiS ethnic ca ego 
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'oup, following the earlier tradition. In arranging marriage, they at least take int 

'count the moiety affiliation of the couples if not tracing th . d I· , elr escent me up to th 

venth generation. A man/woman from keber is allowed to marl·y ·tl / 
WI 1 a woman man 

Jm yetdntey. However, since they are very few in numbers membel·s h b c:' ave een lacIng 

fficulty in getting their marriage partner inline with their traditional marriage rul e. 

~cause, almost all of the Qemants today are Orthodox Christians (Christian Qemants) 

ho give precedence not for their Ethnic but religious affiliation in choosing th ir 

alTiage partner. Even if some Christian Qemants tend to ask for marriage allie from the 

\iura Qemants, it is in due request for baptism to Orthodox Christianity. Indeed, two or 

e children of an informant (awura Qemant) was baptized and married with Chri tian 

~mants. But others who get spouse from their own group are now living in th ir 

Idition; they at least consider their moiety affiliation. Here it is possible to under tand 

at the present day awura Qemants are still under continuous pressure from outside. One 

·the key informants, wdmbdr Muluneh, from the awura Qemants mentioned that: 

If my children get their marriage partner from qddami Qemant [awura 
Qemant] and continue to live in their ancestral tradition, I would be, v~ry 
happy. If not, what can I do? I do not want my children to spend theIr life 
without getting married. That is why some of my children becam.e 
baptized and married with Christian Qemants. But others who fO:1l1d the~r 
spouse in those far remote kolla areas, like Sabera, are followll1g theIr 
familial traditions. 

.. . t· es without the request fo r 
ll" the questIOn that I raised whether there are marnage 1 , 

,ptism, he continued: 

- . Qemants li vin o scattered in the 
Vdmbdr Mulluneh estimated the total number of the present day awUla 0 

'oreda to be 3000 
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I do not know such cases yet. When they [Christian Q I . . . emants Amharans] 
want for mamage tIe with our members they alwa c- . . . . , ys request lor baptism 
and Chnstlamty. They do not want to become our b If . . . mem ers. those 
Chnstlal: Qemants ,,:ere mterested (willing), I prepare kaaslmakkas fo r 
them. It IS a ceremomal process of purification in whl'ch a . d"d I . . . n In IVI ua wIll 
get baptized mto our own ways and become Qemant again J t I'k 'I 

Cl 
. . . us l e t le 

Orthodox mstlans, we have our own holly water So by p . c-. . , repanng least 
scattering the holy water over the individual and performing 0 . I" ' 

. d"d 1 '11 ur Ie Iglous 
prayer, an ll: IVI ua WI be made a member again so that he/she can 
arrange marnage. 

'om the above quotation one could possibly argue that the notions of "baptism" and 

lolly water" for the awura Qemants might be new adoptions from Orthodox 

lristianity; from what they experienced during the 1960s. 

~nerally , all the above points might support the social constructivists conception that 

hnic identity is "dynamic" and "flexible"; without fixed boundaries in which the 

Intent and boundaries of an ethnic group could shift based on circumstances. 

2.3 The Neighborhood Circle 

Ie Qemant and the neighboring Amhara are basically living intermixed in the town and 

rrounding areas. There is no as such residential segregation between the two groups; 

e nature of their socio-cultural interaction is tuneful. The response of an 80 years old 

formant from the neighboring Amhara could be a representative for all others: 

Before the coming of Lyke Mariam, they [Qema?ts] do not have their OW.I: 
daber [church]; they were not baptized in their 40 and 80 da~s. Thell 

• ' . v "1 "bar) So we did not eat religIOn was different (hayemanotacew eyeqz e na .. v ' .' v 

or drink toaether' our dining table was separated (mazdacen ena el ldacen 
" . v b ' b t' d and become Amhara lablca nabar). But now, they get ap lze 

[Christians ].So, there is nothing which makes them different from us. 

. hr' us difference was the crucial 
IS easy to comprehend from the above case t at re IglO 

. h' h 1 r el limited the socio cul tural 
hmc boundary guards between the two groupS w IC a g Y 
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teraction between the two. What is special is the . I . 
Socia mteraction of the awura 

Jmants with that of the Amharans and Christian Qemants who h' ' 11 . 
~ IC IS St1 restrIcted due t 

ligious reason; the former do not share the same dining table with the latter one. 

some parts of the rural areas, however, the residence of the Qemant and the Amhara i 

rtially demarcated by the topography of the area. Based on the response of informant 

1m both groups, one can understand that the Qemant people mainly settled on the 

gged terrain, on the top hills and deep gorge areas (gdddgdda areas to use their direct 

)rd). Based on the information at hand, one can possibly identify two main rea on . 

Ie first might be linked to the rist and gult system that existed before. The plain and 

1ile agricultural lands were mostly occupied as a rist land and kes marel (priest land) 

the balabats, their descendants and few early Christianized Qemants. On the ther 

nd, the majority of the Qemants spent their life either as ta!amaPie by working on the 

1d of rist holders or by inhabiting those infertile rugged terrains. So, today's settlement 

ttern might be a reflection of this. The second reason might be associated with the 

lristianization movement that was launched in the 1960s. That means, those who did 

t want to be baptized (Christianized) retreated and settled in to those inaccessible area 

a means of protection. One thing that may support this is the fact that most of tho e 

~l11ants who still keep and practice some of the elements of the earlier ethnic tradi tion 

~ found in such areas. 

fi d clave pari shes inhab ited 'oking at the settlement pattern, one can also 111 some en 

. d' "d" ada areas are :llnly by the "Amharans" while the mass of the surroun 111g ga ag , 

. . . . h . h s identified themselve and 
slcally ll1habited by the Qemants. ReSidents 111 suc pans e 

~ . . . I such enclaves, two of v hich I 
~ IdentIfied by their Qemant neighbors as an Amhara. n 
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' ited (Laza and A wudarda), there were two churches known "L B . . ) as aza aala Mar/am 

d "Awudarda Mariam" (St. Marry churches). According to the t' h . . respec Ive ead pne t , 

e churches were founded during the reign of Atse Yikuno Amlak (r.1270-1285); one f 

e early period Ethiopian Kings. Therefore, from these one can argue that even if they 

entify themselves and are identified as an "Amhara", they can possibly be descendant 

. those early Christianized Qemants. The fact that most other churches in the woreda 

ve been built very recently (after the 1958/59) compared to the above two can 

-engthen such an argument. So, it seems credible to deduce that the ethnic identity of 

e Qemant is on the move. It is from the once "closely knit original Qemants" who were 

fluent in their ethnic tradition, through those "Christian Qemants" who now follow th 

me socio-cultural tradition with the Amharan neighbor, to those descendants of ea rl y 

lristianized Qemants who totally identify themselves as an Amhara. This might upp rt 

mders's (2002: 328) argument that "ethnic identity is fluid across time and ocial 

'ntexts, sometimes to the point of 'ethnic switching' ". 

;!nerally, from what have been said so far, one can infer, looking at the objective 

entity markers, that the present day Qemants seem almost wholly assimilated with the 

:ighboring Amharans. The internal and external factors that formerly served as the basic 

hn· . .. . d h t I'd'fied the Qemant ethnic identi ty IC boundary mamtall1ll1g mechamsms an t a so I I 1 

e nowadays shattered. Here is one Amharic proverb, from one of the Amhara 

... ., ".. d'h b "Item ktiqemant Amhara lCimare 10rmants, which will support thiS Idea: ktinege I ay a, 

" . d "H after the Amhara are no more 
desa hone balen}Cira." whIch can be translate as ere , 

.perior to that of the Qemants, because the latter get baptized, learned and becol11 

lests and fellow members." 
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3 Factors behind the Weakening of Qemant Ethnic Identity 

1ere are a number of interrelated factors that are behind th k ' e wea emng of Qemant 

hnic identity, In the following section an effort is made to 'd t'f d d ' 
1 en 1 y an escnbe uch 

)ssible factors, 

3.1 The perception that Christianization means Amharanization 

istorical incidents are among the major contributing factors for the dynamics of ethnic 

entity, Stavenhagen (1996:94) affirmed that "When an ethnic group has a hi tory of' 

:rsecution and discrim,ination, identities may become positively reinforcing 

:gatively stigmatizing", 

1e initial time and process of religious conversion of the Qemant might have a long 

story, As per the view of some very aged informants the Christianization movement 

ld started long before the 1960s, But almost all of the informants acknowledged that the 

assive Christi anization of the Qemant during the 1960s as the basic hallmark behind the 

~akening of Qemant ethnic identity, They believed that the massive expansion of 

1ristianity in to the area, by a Christian bishop Abba Layke Mariam, had resulted in the 

assive conversion of the people into Orthodox Christianity, It was after this incident 

at the basic markers of Qemant ethnic identity dropped drastically, However 

formants, even those identified with in the same category, had various views for the 

lestion asked : how such an initial kick lead for the further extinction of the Qemant 

entity markers? 

f the indigenous reli gion of the 
)me of the informants argued about the key nature 0 

, ' It I ractice and to v hi ch th 
emant; It was at the center of each and every SOCIO-CU ura P 
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def social structure was widely linked. So, change in the indo I' . 
Igenous re Iglon mean at 

> same time change in the various socio-cultural elements Oth . . 
- . ers mentioned that, It 

is rather because of the perception of the people that becoming Orthodox Chri ti an 

~ans becoming an Amhara and Amharic speaker. So, it was because of such awarene 

it people gradually abandoned their ethnic traditions, even their language. 

,me others amplified that when Abba Layke Mariam was baptizing the people, he told 

~m "hereafter you are an Amhara", he did not say "you are Christians". So, tho e wh 

~re converted began to identify themselves not as Christian Qemants but as an Amhara. 

nce then, they gradually abandon those features that distinguish them as Qemant ; and 

trted to follow the Amharan traditions. As such, these informants blame the bi hop. 

III some others pursued that, at the time of baptism, the bishop had preached 

aletafamciqe ayidnem yatafcimaqa gen yedenal " that means those who get bapti zed wi II 

saved from their sin but those who do not never be saved and go to hell. 0 , such 

~ach exacerbated a bad attitude on the side of Christian Amharans and even those earl y 

rristianized Qemants towards those Qemants who tried to resist and live by the earlier 

1I1ic traditions. This facilitated the conversion of the people to Orthodox Chri stiani ty 

d the change in the ethnic identity markers of the people. 

3.3.1 Was That Forced Christianization? 

fferent views were given by the informants for the reason behind the ma si e 

. . h . f Haile-Selassie (1 93 1-1 974). rristianization movement, especially dUrIng t e reIgn 0 

. d h ··t was forced Christi ani zation and tme of them mainly the educated ones beheve t at, I 

Q t eople to the land tenur 
1S purposely done to smash the resistance of the eman P 
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"tem that was very exploitative for them. They argued th t . 
~ a It was targ led b 

'akenina the ethnic identity and solidarity of the people B t th . 
, 0 . u ose especIall y th 

educated and very old informants argued that the intention was to enable the tw 

ople eat and drink together, to have a sit on the same dining table and as such t 

;rease the socio-cultural interaction between the two people which was largely limit d 

religious diffe rence. These informants added that when the bishop was baptizing, h 

d the people not to abandon and forget their language. In a regretted manner they mad 

;mselves responsible, saying "The problem was with us, considering ourselves no mor 

~mant, we abandoned our fathers ' tradition; even we stopped using our own language. 

last there were also other informants who thought that the Christianization movement 

II1ched in the area was simply an effort to expand Christianity. The reply of the pre ent 

y "ethnic" leader of awura Qemants may provide a better illustration of the issue. He 

ted: 

When Layke Mariam was baptizing the people of this area [Chilga], I was 
also fo rced for that. But I strongly refused and went to Addis Ababa and 
reported the case for Haile-Selassie. Then Negussu [the emp~ror] a llow~d 
me not to be made baptized if it was not my interest. That IS why I stili 
keep my fa thers' tradition. Those who resisted baptism just like me are 
now living by their ancestral tradition. 

:spite all these varied views, it seems logical to argue that the basic reason behind the 

. . , . . h f that Christianizati on mean :akenl11g of Qemant ethl1lc IdentIty IS t e percep lOn 

. ld h been only in religion but not nharal1lzation. If it is not as such, the change wou ave 

. d' tl ote the sayino of one of the 
o 111 language. Here it seems very important to lrec y qu 0 

h t· "V aengedih kiitatamaqen Qeman f min 
Y informants that will support t e argumen. 1\.1 , 

," .. ] lew watalu hullu Amardnawul1 
,aralenal Amhara honanal eyale endanta [me ya , 

.. . d hereafter what is the significance 
labaw". This can be translated as "If we get baptIze , 
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.cted that, in the earlier time they were mostly consid d 'f h . . 
ere as I t ey had onglllated or 

;cended from tree. So, this commonly held prejudice also h d h " . . en ance t e ethnic sWitch 

the people. There are different views about the source of s h . d' uc preJu Ice. For example, 

lalem (2003 :46-47), mentioned that such an attribution had sta t d d ' h . r e urIng t e reign of 

,iledes (1632-1667), as he explained: 

Though the livelihood of the kemant people was based on agriculture the 
were also known for the faggots they brought to Gondar[ ... ] whe~ th~ 
castles of Gondar were built during the reign of Fasiledes [ ... ]the kemant 
participated by providing logs, sand, stone etc[ .. . ].On the way from their 
villages, the kemant used to drop the logs they carried at a place now 
called gind mataya ' log dropping place', located about five kms north of 
Gondar[ ... ] .After the construction of the castle, the kemant continued 
supplying the town with firewood[ ... ].Their ceaseless effort of 
supplementing their income by selling firewood led to the name Ya­
inc 'c 'at lij ' child of wood'. Since then the name kern ant has become 
synonymous wi th "wood". 

t the story that I found in the field, from most of the informants, is associated with 

ir mythical ancestral father they dubbed findr (Ayndrj, which says: 

Aynar had first arrived in Ethiopia with his wife Intalla from the land of 
Canaan. Fo llowing their arrival, they used to live in the densely forested 
area of karkar lived by hunting animals and gathering wild edible fi·uits. 
They used to cover their body with wood leaves and barks and they slept 
in the hollow trunk of a big tree called Dizza. When they came out of the 
trunk, others [not mentioned] looked them and considered as .if they were 
born out of that wood. It was hear afterwards that we are considered as the 
' son of wood' . 

. matter how the different views about the source; this prejudice greatly impacted the 

'. . . . th e some Qemants who fe lt mc Identity of the people. StIll at the present tIme ere ar 

I t f the informants described 
lamed and hide their etlmic identity. For ex amp e, mos 0 

h to other places do not tel I the 
t there were and are some fellow members when t ey go 

. on one of those areas where th 
lCt area where they are from; rather they tend to mentl 

. . 1 I (2003' 25 footnotes) stated that 
Jonty of the residents are Amharans. Indeed, Ze a em . 
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eacted that, in the earlier time they were mostly consid d 'f h .. r ere as I t ey had ongll1at d r 

descended from tree. So, this commonly held prejudice also h d h " . . 
J en ance t e ethnIc sWItch" 

of the people. There are different views about the source of such . d' preJu Ice. For example, 

Zelalem (2003 :46-47), mentioned that such an attribution had start d d ' I . e unng t le reIgn of 

Fasiledes (1632-1 667), as he explained: 

Though the livelihood of the kemant people was based on agriculture, they 
were also known for the faggots they brought to Gondar[ ... ] when the 
castles of Gondar were built during the reign of Fasiledes [ .. . ]the kemant 
participated by providing logs, sand, stone etc[ .. .].On the way from their 
villages, the kemant used to drop the logs they carried at a place now 
called gind mataya ' log dropping place', located about five kms north of 
Gondar[ ... ] .After the construction of the castle, the kemant continued 
supplying the town with firewood[ ... ].Their ceaseless effort of 
supplementing their income by selling firewood led to the name Ya­
'inc'c 'iit lij ' child of wood '. Since then the name kemant has become 
synonymous with "wood". 

But the story that I fo und in the field, from most of the informants, is associated with 

their mythical ancestral father they dubbed finiir (Ayniir), which says: 

Ayniir had fi rst arrived in Ethiopia with his wife Intiilla from the land of 
Canaan. Fo llowing their arrival, they used to live in the densely forested 
area of kiirkiir lived by hunting animals and gathering wild edible frui ts. 
They used to cover their body with wood leaves and barks and they slept 
in the ho llow trunk of a big tree called Dizza. When they came out of the 
trunk, others [not mentioned] looked them and considered as .if they were 
born out of that wood. It was hear afterwards that we are considered as the 
' son of wood'. 

No matter how the diffe rent views about the source; this prejudice greatly impacted the 

h · . . th e some Qemants who fe lt et mc Identity of the people. Still at the present time ere ar 

I . ..' I t f the informants described 
as lamed and hIde their eth11lc Identity. For examp e, mos 0 

h h to other places do not tell the 
t at there were and are some fe llow members when t ey go 

. one of those areas where the 
eXact area where they are from; rather they tend to mentiOn 

. . (2003: 25 footnotes) stat d that 
maJonty of the residents are Amharans. Indeed, Zelalem 
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ost kemant people show up their kemant identity flo' h r lesearc ers perhap for 

moting individual interests out of which they expect so b fi ' me ene Its, At other tllne 

,yever, they hide their identity". These may show the deg f th' c: ' ree 0 elr lee lll1g r 

honor because of the already mentioned preJ'udice Here I't ap . 'fi . , pears slgm lcant to 

ntion what one of my informants had experienced in a certain talla be'[ [I I b ' , . , oca eel 

Ise J. He stated that: 

It was a market day. I was drinking lalla [local beer] in a house which was 
congested by customers. People were chatting. Suddenly a man entered in 
the house and ordered a drink. He had his own beautiful kazara [walking 
stick J. Few minutes later, one of the men alongside me gossiped that man 
saying ' how much your uncle is handsome'. Then that small house gets 
full of laugh. But I did not understand the reason behind; it was later that J 
became aware of the case. That man was Qemant. 

)se Qemants who knew the language very well, through time, abandoned to LI e 

lantney language. Even children reacted not to learn the ethnic tradition from their 

~nts even if some of the latter tried to teach them, for example, the language. This wa 

ause; if they learned and began to speak kemantney, they would be easily identified as 

nants to which the negative label was attached. 

:refore, because of such prejudices, the people considered themselves as inferior. For 

mple, one of the female informants said that "in the earlier time it was common to 

, v " " / v " "h' h can plainly be translated a r the saY ll1g Qemanf ena wusa dam ya acawum w IC 

nants are just like dogs both of whom do not have blood. This was intended to 

, " h "'f one killed a Qemant nobod Icate that their blood was considered as c eap ; 1 some 

. h ) Generally because of all 
I return his/her blood (blood feud was common 111 t e area. , 

ted to preserve and mani fe t 
h negative stereotypic views those Qemants who wan 

. . . ' her to hide their ethnic identit or 
r ethl11c Identities were psychologically forced elt 
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ntify themselves as Amharao Following their desire not t b °d 0 
o e I entlfied as Qemant 

stIy their effort by whatever means was to integrate and 0 01 
aSSImi ate themselve with the 

io-cultural pattern of the neighboring Amharao 0 ne twenty two years old yo uth 

)fluant expressed his own feeling as follows: 

The locality [the rural] which I came from is maIOnly knOWll 0 d 0 o . 0 111 pro uClllg 
g~nger. It IS commonly ~own that the Qemant people largely produce 
glllger. So, I and n~y relatives feel shame in going to the market place to 
sell our product, gmger. Because, we can be easily identified and every 
body knows that we are Qemantso 

.4 Interethnic Marriage 

~ degree of increment in the interethnic marriage between the Qemants and their 

tharan neighbors can be taken as the other major factor behind the weakening of th 

tent and ethnic boundary markers of the Qemant peopleo There were a number of 

:ors that faci litated the out group marriageo As it was discussed previously the initial 

{ was the Cllri sti anization process which broke the basic pillar between the two 

ups; religious diffe renceo This led to the intermarriage between the newly 

°istianized Qemants and their Amharan neighborso It seems interesting to cite what J 

rd from my key informants in discussing about the nature of interethnic marriage 

",een the Qemant and the neighboring Amharanso It says: 

When emperor Haile-Selassie once visited Gondar during the time of his 
o 0 o. I [hO 0 t s] about the presence of reign, he heard from hiS balamwua S IS aSSOCIa e 

o h 00 10gion different from the Qemant around Gondar wIth t ell own re 1 , .. 
' 0 0 0 0 0, 10 d th t ' O'men atata'ill'vClcawum Orthodox Chri stIanItyo Haile Sellassle rep Ie a a . , ':I' ,0 

f ho leaders answered If r [why not you destroy them]. Then, one 0 IS war 0 II f 
o 0 °er I will destroy a 0 have been Given a few soldIers as an accompalll , I . d 

D o , Th or laughed at 11m an them with in a short period of time 0 e emper 
b " .0 '[why not you 

reacted 'what I mean is lamen atega uwaccawun
1
1 th 0 teloethnic 

o 0 h fterwards t 1at e 111 lIltermarry wi th them] 0 So It was ear a h more 
d h A hara became muc 

marriage between the Qemant an t e m 
commono 
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Dther cause that enhanced the degree of interethnic m . b 
arnage etween the two group 

economic reason which was associated with the change· th I d 
mean tenure system of 

:ountry in 1975. The land reform during the derg reg1· b I· h d me a 0 IS e the balabat-

'1ane system of production relationship through which the Q t b . eman ecame entItled 

and possess ion. Thi s change also altered the pattern of socio-cultural relationshi p 

een the two groups among which interethnic marriage was the one. 

:onc1ude thi s section, it seems appropriate to cite the response of one of the 

mants that wi II better show how interethnic marriage affects Qemant ethnic identity 

ers: 

In a situation where a father is from Amhara, who knows only Amharic, 
and the wife is from Qemant who can speak both Amharic and kemantney; 
all of their chi ldren began to speak only Amharic. This is because the 
wife/mother can' t get someone in the house with whom she will talk in 
kemantney. The same is true, if the father is from Qemant and the mother 
is from Amhara. 

1 the above quotation it is easy to understand that those from Qemant are bilingual 

can speak both Amharic and kemantney while those from Amhara background know 

Amhari c. As such. the only means of communication between the two became 

aric that in turn limited the chance of those children born to such types offamilies to 

and speak kemantney. 

Other Factor-s 

. I th main trade route fro m 
area mostl y inhabited by the Qemant people hes a ong e 

. d I addition, the documents in the 
lar to Metemma alona the EthIO-Sudanese boar er. n 

b 

. f odem education around the main 
da office of education indicate the opemng 0 m 

. ·d ces might also have their 0'V n 
starting from the 1960 ' s. Therefore, these two 111C1 en 
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-Or the weakening of Qemant ethnic identity by facilit r h . 
a mg t e rate of urbani zation 

nterpersonal contact between people coming from differe t thn' b 
n e IC ackground . Th 

aption taken here is that for such an ethnic group like the Q d . 
emant an Its culture that 

the verge of extinction, the degree of increment in interethnic contact might further 

tens the content and ethnic boundary that distinguishes them. 

)01 contexts dominated by an etlmic group or culture strengthened the ethnic identity 

19 its adolescents" (Kvernmo and Heyerdahl, 2004:514). But in the case of the 

mt, the openi ng of modern education in the area might contribute for the change in 

ethnic identity basically in two ways. First, the medium of instruction in the chool 

n the other regions of the country was Amharic. The other was, when they were at 

chool, the Qemant children interact with their Arnharan friends from whom they 

t also deve lop speaking in Amharic. These two factors might facilitate the further 

ction of the language. Those Qemant children (youths), at that time, who had a 

11 knowledge about kemantney totally slanted in favor of speaking Amharic for 

n was a "fashi onable language" and a "sign of modernity" at the time. Informants 

ioned that if kemantney had been given as a supplementary course in the schoo l, it 

. , • C t 'd " y grand father d not have been gettlllg extll1ct. One of the student 1l110rman s sal m . 

to teach me the lanauaae when I was in the rural home locality. Although J coul d 
b D 

peak the lanauaae I could hear at least what others talk. But now, I totally forget it, 
D D' 

I have been Ii vin a here in the town attending my education". 
D 

. I d xternal ascriptions that thicken 
use of the expansion of education those mteroa an e 

ThO 's because of an increasing 
lOll11dary between the two groups get reduced. IS I 

. I held negati ve prejudice and 
eness of the peopl e in the area about the prevIOUS Y 
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)typic labels held by members of the two groups wh' h I 
IC argely shaped the oci _ 

ral interaction between the two groups, Children from the two groups started to 

. their parents and the community about those false preJ'ud' N Ices, owadays, almost all 

)se prejudiced labels and attitudes towards the Qemant get d d d re lice an people from 

vo aroups partake in the different socio-cultural domains of!'c ' th t 
o lIe, e wo groups are 

ng into one circ le. 

feeling of "backwardness" of Qemant children in following the socio-cultural 

ion of their ancestors was also the other factor. Some Qemant parents who know 

.ntney, responded that "when we tried to teach our children about the language, they 

ne reluctant saying ' what is its significance unless we use it in our day to day 

nunication with others"', Even, some of such children laugh at their parents or 

s when they heard them talking in kemantney, They usually refer to it as yiiwo! 

qua (bird 's language) as indicated by some informants, Others also mentioned the 

e of the lanauaae as an additional factor for the weakening of the Qemant ethnic 
b b 

ity. The language does not have its own alphabetical letters; the way sounds are 

~d and constructed was also difficult for them, So, this also created difficulty (to 

d I A h . as their fU'st the language) for those Qemant children who once eve op m anc 

Ie. 

g out side the home of the family and the surrounding community either for 

, , d th ther cause When people are lhon or other purposes was also mentlOne as eo' 

, 't their interaction either with the 
from their parent ' s home and theIr commum y, 

d which in turn may Ie en the 
y and/or comm unity members becomes limite 

tbility of li ving by the norm of their ancestors, 
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ife History Narrations 

wina are six li fe hi stori es as narrated by the informant th I . . 
/:) S emse ves which will better 

:t all the issues discussed so far. The life histories were told b . . r y SIX 11110rmants, out of 

11 of six ty Qemant informants. Specially those who had w 11 rt' I . , e a ICU ator skill and 

e case, I considered, would better illustrate the issues at hand was I' 't d t nVI e 0 narrat 

life hi story. The narrations were carefully edited leaving out the questions and 

~ s to gui de them into the appropriate direction. It is also tried to avoid repetition in 

atements of the informants and rather intended to represent the broad scope of th ir 

xperiences. Mentioning the exact name of such informants might limit the Quality of 

:hat would be gained. So, they were told not to explicate their name; it would remain 

:n. But for metaphorical purposes pseudonyms are used in the following narration . 

~ One 

lame is Telaye Fenta and I am 81 years old. I am a follower of the Orthodox 

;tian church. I got baptized when I was 40 days old. Now, I am at the stage of holly 

l1union (qo/'CIbi I1Ci i1e). However, afeneta qemant nane (my bone is from Qemant). J 

peak both kemantney and Amharic; the former is my first tongue. 

, h ' kera So I am yeliinley ather was from the clan of yetantey but my mot er s was sen . , 
. 'b h fi ., e name as senkera. I have 

~ot marned to a woman from keber, known y er emmm 
. .. .. t 11 of my children are also ::hddren all of whom get marned. Smce I am yetan ey, a 

h'ld f my sons continue becoming !tey and married with those from keber. The c I ren 0 

. r 11 . th line of their father. Itey whlle those of airl s' become keber 10 owmg e 
/:) 

. artners (friends) who know the 
Wife also speaks kemantney. When I get my P . 

. h do not know I use AmharIC. M 
lage, we speak in kemantney; but With those w 0 

. . ,. others don't know the language at 
daughter IS good in heanng but she can t speak, , .. 

. "come" . when we sa 'fa 
11 tl I· . " ' U lahu" It means ' le ear ler time when we say ayel " 
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iy" it means "eat"; ''jakriw'' means "drink'" "{',a'" " 
, Jl ymo means "let' s go" It ' , wa III 

a way that children could learn kemantney at their e 1 B 
ar y age, ut now, our childr Il 

ed the language, Those who knew kemantney stop u ' 't d ' smg I an children refu e to 
from their parents, Of course, there were some parent h ' , s w 0 were not wil llllg to 
kemantney fo r their children, Even if I tried a lot to te h k ac emantney for my 

'en all of them were not voluntary, When I talk to my wife in th h I . , e ouse, t ley laugh 
ling bafacehll awugu (please talk with your mouth) [the language' tl k ' IS mos y spo en 

the tlu'oat]. They fee l shame to learn and speak the language, The reason behind 

s; not to be identified as Qemant; since there were different prejudices associated 

the name Qemant. 

~ earlier time everything was strict, the cultural traditions and associated rule weI' 

strict. For example, when marriage was arranged the descent line of the partner 

counted both vertically up to the 7'h generations and horizontally across the keber­

tey affiliati on, A man from keber was not allowed to marry with a woman from 

'; she is considered like his sister. The same is true for a man fromyetantey who ha 

my with a woman from the keber side, but not from the yettintey; he is like her 

er. The reli gion was also so strict that when there is shortage of rain and Qemant 

s undertake their pray, it was with in a range of two days that rain falls, Also, whell 

is an excess ive rain that will affect crops, they pray for yedara so that it is made 

ed, owadays, accepting Orthodox Christianity we leave the traditions of oW' 

~s and grand fat hers, Especially, those educated youths started arranging marriage by 

;;elves without considerina their line of descent and kinship ties, 
/:> 

, , 'd d k' 'thout any helper and fond of ~ past we were prejudiced and consl ere as wea ,WI , 

(k I "b ",) It was surrounded by the 
~gal court. Our locality was an enclave a e na we ' 

, ' 'I 'fi t r identity and to say I am bonng Am harans. so \ve feared to expliCit y manl es au 

h'd fi ther [origin] and our ethnic 
lOt. It was in such a way that we began to I e our a , 

d" 'hing features gets extlllct 
ity, Almost all the markers of our identity and IstmgUls 

, hbors we are intermarri ed 
o today we are not differentiated from our Amhara nelg , 

, ' ttin courage and become tough 
them (gebl I11ciseretana!) , Today, our heart IS ge g 

107 



~cen eyadartifCi ntiwu) because it is the time ofmoder 't ( ., .. .. 
'. m y gzzewu laqayeruwaf) and 

lildren are also gettmg educatIOn that is why I say my b 'c-
. one IS 1rom Qemant. 

y I fee l nothing and have any problem, I talk in kemantne h I 
' y w en want and get m 

Is but not in the past. Even if I get baptized and become 0 tl d Ch " , r 10 ox nstJan, I 
ipate in the rei igious ceremony of the awura Qemants' I go to th . db' , elf U liS and 
ipate in the ir prayer ceremony, Because, the Qemant priests also pray for God 

~ver they call him yedara; but I do not eat what they slaughter. Even, we Christian 

mts do not intermarry with them unless they get baptized and become Chri tian. 

makes them different is ; they do not enter into our house, considering a woman 

?;ave birth or was in her menstrual period will be there in the house, They feel a if 

became impure, so they do everything outside the house, Even, they do not eat or 

what we have prepared on Saturday. All these make the awural wanna Qemanls 

ent from us [C1u'istian Qemants]. 

ve and the mharans are the same except for our name, Today, almost all of the 

s serving the Orthodox Church in my locality are my relatives, What make me 

ise is my neighbors, the Amharans; when they heard me talking in kemantney, they 

ed me ebakihe alrsawu (please don't forget it), 

lame is Netsuhinesh keleb; ya-awuraw ya-kemanty Ie} niifle [a daughter of the 

'original Qemant]. I do not know my exact age but it will approximate sixty. I can 

. 1 E 'f descent is from Qemant, now 1 : both kemantney and Amhanc fluent y. ven I my 

hristian and nilsuhe Amhara [pure Amhara]. I spent most of my life in a fural area 

. . 1" belling lelia [local beer]. ~ I didn ' t get any educatIOn. Now, I am lVlng y s , 

, 1" For example during the Derg 
~ past, our Amharan neighbors were margma IZlng us, , 

. of Qemant] and I went to the 
a woman had scolded me as qorala Qemant [pIece . . 

, d 60 birr But now the Situation 
court and reported the case so that she was sanctlOne ' . .. .. , 

. .,' whom I participate JI1 sanba/e 
fferent , I lIve together WIth my neIghbors WIth . 

" '. , but the one to the left Side of m 
bar, ldu' and iqube. My neighbors are Amharans, 
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has her husband from kemanty. One f d 
" 0 my aughters has got married (0 an 

lra, and now she IS attendmg her education in Gonda C II . 
r 0 ege of educatIon. 

l a themsel ves clean, the kemanty priests pray under big t /t . 
I:> ree rees. It IS on Tue day , 

days and Sundays that they pray. Their pray is easily h d b G d ear yo. When they 
those women j ust like me are not allowed to stand close to th b . em ecause; there wIll 
woman at her menstrual period (dam yayaee) When I was I" . h . . lVlng Wit my pne t 

" I used to go to those dubits but stood somewhere at a distance; they [the Qemant 

s] informed me rella teteyalese [you will made us impure]. 

lot know anything about the descent myth ofthe kemanty people, what I know is we 

~manty. Today, there are onl y some people who can speak kemantney. When I talk 

nantney, my children feel angry. Especially ifI talk on the street while walking with 

they become very angry and leave me alone. They said tasadebinaless (you will 

us harassed); they afraid that they will be identified as Qemant. Even my relative 

mow ~emantney don' t speak in the language; and they scold me when I tried to talk 

them in kemantney. My fa ther was a kemanty priest by whom I felt proud rather 

;hame. That is why I am still fluent in kemantney while others forget it. 

ather Qes [pri est] Keleb Chiru had passed through the stage of makkas. He had 

htered nineteen oxen and prepared a big feast for religious prayer; and got the 'holy 

.' scattered over him and become ritually purified. He was galaiaka but I am 

iey who once marri ed with a man from keber. Now I am a widow. In the earlier time 

ould get marri ed after the descent lines of the couples were counted (yagebi azalla) 

f the rul es allowed them to have marriage. If an individual marry violating the rules, 

. . h 'ty Even if a marri age i e became cursed by the pnests and elders 111 t e commUl1l . 
. 'fi d thing wrong was done, jy arranged and sometimes later Identl Ie as some 

. . d Th were considered as just like 
natJcall y the couples were advised to get divorce. ey 

19S. 

'1 did nothina on Saturdays; even 
1 I was li ving in my father 's house, the whole faml y I:> 

for us to work on Sunda . 
id not cook our food or clean the house. It was rather easy 

ta at the main house; rather there 
19 my menstrual period, I was not allowed to s Y 
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small hut around the compound where I spent fI 
. ., or seven days receiving food and 

leeds. But If It were In the house of others [non p' t] ' 
nes s It would be for three day 

both cases, I have to wash my body and my clothes t th d . 
a e en of the day and can 

o the main house. 

I went to the town fo r some reasons and returned back I II , was not a owed to enter 
1y father' s house, I was said tella teteyale.se [you will mak . ] " e me Impure , an 
ision of impurity. We ca lled those Muslims as hassa' wonlj'e . k I , n means ay a; 

'iw means 11'0y(0; and sebeka is Amhara. Therefore, I was suspected that member 

til these groups mi ght have touched me or made some contact [sexual relation hip] 

ne. I was sa id rella (elciwubese yehonaal (all these groups might have touched and 

you impure). That is why; I was not allowed to get in his house. But this is for 

who celebrated their yaqum ttizikar and reach the stage of makkaslkaas. Becau e 

re consid red as pure who do not either sit or walk alone but with accompanie . 

pierced their ea r wide ly (as a sign of reaching at this stage) and spent their time in 

.; they offer themse lves to God. 

~ present ti me I am Christian, I go to church every Sundays and on the day of 

; and sa ints (Gtib rel, Michael, Mariam etc). I celebrate and respect for these day . 

vel', I am yti-al!'uraw yti-kemanty lej, [a daughter of the main/the original Qemant] 

Iso respect fo r Saturdays and the days of GeMrhu and Mizegiina during whjch [ do 

19. When the kemanty priests undeliake (perform) their prayer, some days, I go 

taking barl ey. sa lt, grain powder or hen; that amount and the kind that I can afford. J 

somewhere at a distance and at the end of their prayer they give me small amount 

d . . h d sed it as medicine when J a and/or roasted barl ey whIch I bnng to my orne an u 

I ' h I b ht from Anziiyemiirku and . Of course. I also use the 'holy water t at roug 
. . . h ~ d' Chilga) All this is becau e' 

~tna (relI gIOUS sites of the Qemant pnests bot 10un 111 . 

d b Some of my neighbors 
my mother's and father's tradition, my flesh an one. 
. ... ' zeker [a feast] .They invite me 
ate the days of Gebcirhu and Mlzegana by prepanng . . 

. . .. , t' prepare and in turn 111 Ite 
partIcIpate with them, I have sanbate, so I some Imes . 

, . hb 'th whom I participate all my JOY and 
Now, ] am li ving WIth my nelg ors WI 

lllces. 
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eshome Tega. 1 am 57 years old and Orthodox Christian' Ch' . 
, a nstJan Qemant. I am 

ler li ving in Ay ikel with my family. 

past. we had our own distinctive ethnic identity makers' ou I' . , r own re Iglon and 
. But the effort of the past government [of the country] was to expand Orthodox 

anity. For example, during the reign of Haile Selassie [1931-1974], a man by the 

Layke Mariam was sent to this area with a mission to baptize the people and 

"1 to Orthodox Christi anity. That is why we get baptized and now become 

ians. I have married to a wife from Qemant origin. It is a type considered a 

awi gab ic~a ( modern one) which is simply based on love. Of course, I heard that in 

'lier time the descent line of the couple (yazar fawarad) were considered at the time 

rnage. owadays. the conm10n trend is both the Qemant and the Amhara gel 

d to one another. It is common to find a couple one from each ethnic group. 

ver, there is sti II a tendency on the side of some parents to have their children 

:d with those from their own group; there is a tendency to prioritize for a spou e 

2emant ethni c origin . 

if I have grown up in yo nyoqe; a rural area [in Chilga] considered as the residence 

ura Qemants. T do not know kemantney, I can't speak but I hear at least some 

. My parents wer fl uent in kemantney but, in the house, they mostly used it to 

)ome secre t talks in front of me and my brothers. In the 1950's [E.C] when the 

" b . I a child at the back of my I1t people 111 my locality were fo rced to get aphsm, was , 
. . . h h'd h If She was very afraid in case :r. At that time refusll1g baptIsm my mot er 1 erse. 

1t cry. beca use she would be easily identified from the place. All this was what my 

h d· d h n I was at 10 years. Then 
:r told me later when I get younger. My mot er Ie we . 

. d d e to Ayikel for education. 
I get bapti zed following what others did/the tren an cam 

. . . ' I after getting baptism my elder 
happened 111 our home was different, Immedtate Y 

d reli ious education. Finally, he 
~r went to the nearby church and began to atten g 

. .' home He preached us the ne\ 
l e a priest and altered the whole sltuatlOl1 111 our . 
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'ine and without any apparent reasons began to cond th . 
. emn ose 111 our locality who 
to speak in kemantney. 

t of the priests in the Orthodox Christian churches of thO fi IS area are rom Qemant 
n. They do not differentiate religion from ethnicity' they sal'd" Chr' . , Sl11ce we are Istlan 
Ire now Amhara' . Therefore , following them other Qemants re d ' spon we are now 

lara ' when asked about their ethnicity. Even if I am now Orthodox Christian, I will 

ery happy if those awura Qemants continue in their own tradition. I am proud of 

~ from Qemant but I don ' t think that others [Qemants] are also proud of their 

icity. Especiall y. those Qemants living in the rural areas are very proud of being from 

ant but we li ving in the town have weak feeling. Because, we live, eat and drink 

:her with peopl e coming from different ethnic background. So there is the influence 

her cul tural elements. But those in the rural areas are still in the belief and tradition 

eir father and grand fathers. One thing which is still reflected is the tendency [on the 

of the Amharan ] to look down those from Qemant origin. On the opposite side, they 

v that we are now better in education and work. Nowadays, they are in tension and 0 

1 we struggle fo r ethnic mobilization and self administration, they tried to oppose in 

rent 'vvays. Sometimes they tried to link it with politics (as if we are political 

,nents) . at an other time they said 'we live together for long period of time. So why 

are tryi ng to make us separate. ' But our effort is to develop our language, etlmic 

tions and our ethnic identity. 

e are fe vv assoc iations that I know which encompass only those from Qemant 

~ J:' I d th from Qemant origin form an ground. )"or example, two years belore an 0 ers 
. . . d "t II Aynar" [Shade of Ayntir] , ::Iatlon and open one recreatlOn center name ,e a 

. h Q t A ybody can enter and recreate use Ayntir IS our father; the father of t e eman. n 
. .' . f th Qemant is recognized, by the 

ly) III the center. If the ethmc Identity 0 e 
b f an organizing committee for 

:rnment, I wi II be very happy. Now I am a mem er 0 

. . . .' . f . ends I am initiating the rest of the 
Jall11 of se lf admll1l stratJOn. Together With my n , 

ic members to join the movement. 
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ne is Nega lU Mul luneh. I am 42 years old and ed' , 
" ngage III agnculture. I can speak 

~mantney and Amhanc. [ dIdn ' t attend "modern ed t' " b 
uca IOn ut I am kamtizana 

'1dami Qe/J7C1171 [p ri ori Qemant/original Qemant]. 

nakes \\'e Qemants different is, when we arrange marrl'ag th k' h' . e e IllS Ip tIes of the 
s were co unted. The descent line was counted vertl'call t h 7th Y up 0 t e house 

trion). so marriage b low this was not allowed, It was so strict that we priest , 

and the \\'hole members of the conununity seriously enforce its applicability. For 

Ie, I am the sixteen (16th) generation below, starting from Keberua, our father. It i 

fo II 0 \ \·s: Ke bel' ua-tGadehu-t Lithu-t Tenkebtigana-+Gabetdgdna-+Asami-+ 

!-+Me~egiil7-t .<;hoki) ·a-tMuzzo-tFezadir-+ Worke-+Zawudu-+Mdresa-+Muluneh 

'Jfll [thi la t name i pseudonym] , It was in such a way that our descent line was 

and marriage \Va arranged. 

her main feat ure i our religion which is very strict and easily heard by yediira. We 

1 kemantney and at the end it has its own sacrificial ceremony (enemaselalan) . I 

. priest partner (galalaka) with whom I pray on those dubits around our locality 

Saraqo]. We pray on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Sundays; but there are some 

like Adiin! It 'iimbar, Basil' and Besedeba whose prayer day is on Mondays. Our 

)abbath day is Satu rday and so we do nothing on this day, but on Sunday at least 

1 undertake ou r pray. Without the presence of the gdialdka, I never led the prayer 

'fi t ' the prayer 
) I1 Y. The ame is true fo r him. Because we have our own specl IC par 111 

30 when \\'e offer sacrifice, it is only me who can slaughter the sheep/hen while hi s 

. . h 'fi ' I 'mal The reason is, I am : to aSS Ist me by hand l1l1g the leg of t e sacn ICla am ' 
.. . ' '] h'l fi iend is from yetiintey [the ana, the priest from keber [a hI gher pnest w I e my r 

. . ' ' I Wednesdays and Fridays are 
pnest]. I n acco rdance WIth our relIgIOUS ru e, 

, h 't laughter (kill) animals. 
lered as godolo qane (odd days) during whlc we can s 

, ? B t now our dubits are go ing to 
lve many dubi fs, how could I lIst all of them, u . 

, the area' leave alone those II1 the 
del' and Orthodox churches have been bUIlt on , 
~ .. e Asara the churches of St. Marr 
or example, on our dubils at Bezaho and Kebay , 
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Michae l. respecti ve ly, have been built recently so th t . 
a we are dIsplaced from 

tes . A person who mainl y attacks and weakens this are Abb . 
a was a Layke Mariam 

ptized the people of the area. If not the will of God 't Id 
, 1 wou not only be the 

act) of one perso n that altered all of our traditions. 

:lys. things are totall y di ffe rent, everything become in AmharI'c S k" 
. 0 , spea 109 10 

ney is seen as the manifestation of 'backwardness' , people feel shame to speak in 

1 some of those \.vho are perceived as educated preferred to hide their ethnic 

. saying ' 1 am from ArmaCiho or Dawa' [places in which the majorities are 

ms].Tho e from keber and yettintey began to marry with those from their own 

gets mi xed.i u t like ydlemdna ehele [begged grains/food]. Especially those who 

:r themseh'es as . educated ' and 'modernized' initially began to violate the rules. 

[t the \\'iII of their parents they had began to arrange marriage by themselves. 

ing them. the majorit of the people now arrange marriage without considering the 

cified marri age rul es. It is in such a way that all our ethnic traditions get ex tinct. 

~ [awl/ ret 11 'onna Qemanls] still keep and practice those traditions saying abat 

IV hi/ej yehiijCi \1 1 [what ever the father makes will help for the children]. One of my 

n is grade 10 student and I am teaching him the religious rules and the way how to 

e does not no\V the language]. 

. _1 b I Iso from Qemant; I am both me IS Negesli LakeH'. I am an Anlllara ut am a 

t Qemant Since I only speak 'a and Qemant. r am Qemant because my paren s are . 

'ic I am also Amhara . My age is now 22. 

~ [k antney] Those who sa id I 
rents are Qemants, but they do not know Qemantna em . 

d ot know the language; I do not 
mant simp ly have the name Qemant but they 0 n . 

e different. Their fastmg day, 
=m playing any ro le. But those awura Qemants ar 

t d much early; it lasts half way 
tsomelAbiy Isome [fasting days before Ester] ge en ~ 

o Ie who still speak Qemantna 
he ending day of those Christians. There are few pe P 

. d' fishing features. 
I1tney]. Such things may be taken as theIr IS mgu 
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1ear abou t the ea rl ier Qemant ethnic traditions 't d " 
, I oesn t give me any sense, But 

I kno\\' and speak the language, I will be happy Wh I ' 
, en was grade eight student. 

j to a k Ill )' parents and write a poem in QemanC [k ' 
na emantney] that I would 

.n the clas . o. wh n I asked my parents I understood th t h ' a t ey could know 
about the language. I asked some other individual's who knew the language, 

1ately. I co uld not write what they told me because the word d'ffi I ' s were I ICU t for 
:'ite doml in Amhari c. There were many sounds which I could nt' o represent USIng 

~ rs or Amhari c all habets, This attempt might indicate my internal feeling 

) towa rds the language. 

)ne is identi fl ed a Qemant, he/she is considered as ya-fnccat /ij (son of wood) 

labe l (jOI"O(O Q e ll lOl1! [pieces of Qemant] is also attached to him/her. Even, when 

joes somethi ng \ hich is very strange or if he/she acts as in a different ways from 

1al. it i co nsidered a because he/she is the son/daughter of a Qemant. I think all 

ngs mi ght grea tly affect the language and created the gap between the earlier and 

lent generations. ven today, I have the above feelings, so I don 't have the 

to exp li citly say 1 am Qemant; feqat yemaselanal [doing so make me feel lost]. 

:r, I in tern all y fee l that 1 am from Qemant. 

n Orthodox Chri stian, and I participate in mahebara qedusan [the religious 

ion in the name of Saints]. Any individual can be a member as far as hel she 

ad here to the doctrine of Ol1hodox Christianity. There are some Clu'istians 

d art, , ate in the religious prayer an Qemant ] whom 1 know and who go to an p IClP 
. . d b e praying and scarifying 2emant pr Iest. But 1 don' t support such ten ency ecaus 

, ' , N I am a bachelor but in the 
nder tree is aoa in t the doctrine of Chnsttamty, ow ' 

to 

. l'lldl'vl'dual firom any ethnic background as far as he is . will oct marri ed to an D 

111 and I love him . 

de 12 student. I am from Qemant 
ne is Wossen Gashaw. I am 22 years old and gra ~ 

English but not Qemantna 
origin but my first tongue is Amharic, I also try 

Itney]. 1 am an Orthodox Clu·i stian. 

115 



in the pa t there wo ul d be different ethnic identity ak· f h 
m ers 0 t e Qemant. Now I 

tly few peop le who can speak Qemantfia [kemantney] d C' II .' . 
an 10 ow the earlIer 

There are few Qemant even if who are now Christians k h can spea t e language. 

lants are most ly considered as mamecawu emayetawoq ( h '" w ose ongm IS not 
[hi s makes me fe I hame to say I am Qemant When I say I Q I . am emant, t 1e 

g that comes in my mind is those wanna Qemants who pray under trees. I fee l 

. are v\,orshippers of tree so that I feel ashamed. The other thing is they mostly 

nd made tradi tional clothes which is somewhat heavy looking. Moreover, their 

part icirate with other [Christian Qemants/Amharans] is weak. They do not eat 

together: they do enter into other people' s house. Let alone with the Amharan 

lency makes their interaction with other Qemants [Christian Qemants] limited. 

;0 sec l ude \\'omen from the house at the time of delivery or menstrual peri od 

'e back\\'ard prac tice , For all these reasons I do not want to explicitly reflect my 

lCkground, 

ld pa ren ts \\'ere fl uent in Qemantfia [kemantney] but my parents do not know 

e language. Thi s is why my first tongue became Amharic. People from other 

ackground uch as Amhara, Oromo, Tigre, etc have their own language which 

1 speak and make them distinct groups. But ours is almost dead. This al 0 

,ges me to identify myself as Qemant. No matter how all these, however, I can't 

1 Qemant ori gin 

., d h come from different 
schoo l there are tudents from Qemant ongm an w 0 

. h I know and who can speak 
of the rural areas. But there IS no one w om 

. . t fi d students who know some 
na in the schoo l. Of course, It IS common 0 m 

. a e had written form, we would 
1 words e peciall y greetll1g words. If the langu g 

I add from what we read. As 
I depend on from what we heard; but we can a so . 

ua e' it couldn't be just lIke story 
e co ul d expand our knowledge about the lang g, 

)day, 

ethnic background. Becau e, 
,lI1 whom 1 wi II marry in the future can be from any . t d with 

. much problem assocla e 
lture I will led my li fe in a town where there IS no 
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f I were to li ve in the rural side, I would not do 
as such. Because most of the t' 

old 0 b' f Ime .se chi I en 0 1 n rom uch type of marriage [marr' 
o 0 • • • mge between the Qemant and 

Il1I C groups]. have faced dl cnmlnation (exc1usio ) fi b 
o n rom oth the Qemant and the 

community memb r . Any way, my choice will b b d . 
ease on such thmgs as love 

educatio n and income etc. ' 

~ Qema nt Ethnic Identi ty Vs. The Constitutional Eth' R' h DIe Ig ts of the 

mtry 

ect ion I tri ed to examine the Qemant ethnic identity in light of the constitutional 

ovided fa r the diffe ren t ethnic groups of the country. 

11 "nations. nati onaliti e and peoples" are used in the Federal Constitution of 

o to refer to the dive rse ethn ic groups in the country, The Population and Housing 

publi sh ' d in 1994 ind icated that the Ethiopia population is composed of more 

~ hty di ITeren! ethni c groups. Ethnic diversity is explicitly recognized by the 

1I1 constitu ti on . acts as a basis for the administrative organization of the state and 

n instit uti ona li zed in state institutions. This approach of ethic diversity was 

in 199 I and was both a response to the nation and state building policies of 

regimes and the emanation of the political conviction and strategy of the new 

olders: [ PR OF government (Van der Beken, 2009:217). 

1 - o . h "E . Nation nationality and people )9(2) of th e Federal ConstitutIOn states t at velY , 

. . I 't n language; to express, to 
pia has the right to speak, to wnte and to deve op 1 s ow 

. h' t " To ensure the effecti ve 
and to promote its culture; and to preserve Its IS ory . 

. . ' n ethnic group a right to sel f 
) 11 of their ethi c identity, Article 39(3) provIdes a 
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Iti on. Tho c nati on, nationality and people fth 
o e country are defined in Article 

:he con titu tion as "a group of people wh h 
o ave or share large measure of a 

cul turc or imi lar customs, mutual intelligibility f I 
o anguage, belief in a 

or rela ted idc nti tie . a commo h I n psyc 0 ogical make up, and who inhabit an 

Ie. predo minant ly conti guous territory". Even if all h " '. suc cntena are specIfied III 

itution. accordin g t different scholars, Abbink (1997) and Cohen (2000) to 

,ome 01' thcm. the lingui ti c criterion has been taken as decl" f.': h I slve lor t e actua 

l!1 or the group. hate er criterion/criteria is emphasized or taken into account , 

point intendcd to be rais d here is; does the Qemant people at the present time 

)1' some or all of such vari ables? And does the definition in the constitution takes 

lunt tho e group li ke the Qemant? 

amst ( 1969) . i moon (1960) and others who had done research on the Qemant 

f the area identifi ed th m as a separate ethnic group with their own ethnic 

; \vhich make them di tinct from their Amharan neighbors and the surrounding 

;0. \\'ide ly hari ng their various socio cultural features, the people might also 

~ Ii e f in a cO lllmon or related identities and common psychological make up. But 

disclI s cd be fore. foll owing the religious alteration of the people in to Orthodox 

lity: th e ethni c boundar markers that formerly mark off the Qemant ethnic enti ty 

: leading to the co ll ap of the content of Qemant ethnic identity. Therefore, by 

'bly argue that the elements 
at the present situati on of the people one can POSSI 

. d t apply fo r today 's 
(in the con ti tu tion) to identify an ethl1lc group oes no 

b 
d on those criteria del ineated in 

5. When one tri e to look at today's Qemants ase 

. . . e the do not share a large measure 
tltu tlon, one can under tand at the present tIm Y 
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10n culture rather the now fo llow and practice th . 
e same SOClo-culture features 

) f their I1lhr<1 n nei ghb r. The other point is ' th 
, e kemantney language which at 

Ivas \\ idel) poken b the people, these days almost extinct 0 I c-
. n y a lew elderly 

currentl y can <1rlic ul at kemantney while I I 
a most a I of the people are now 

speakers. The difru ed t f h na ure 0 t eir ethnic identity, these days, has been 

d in \'ari ou ' \\" . ' . mong these are the contradictory views of the ethnic 

en e and fI eling of etlmic belongingness; their ethnic self about their 

:ion and ethni c in\' Ivem nt as manifested in the practice of the ethnic tradition. 

lI y. the people are Ii ing intermixed with the Amharans, except for some 

reas \\'hcre the maj rit i are either the Qemant or the Amharans. It might be 

,f all suc h ' on ideration that the year 2007 Population and Housing Census of 

'y. unlik e the pI' vi LI one , did not list them as a separate ethnic group. 

r ho\\' a ll uch contemporary situation of assimilation, recently some Qemants 

y tho c educa ted and po liticall y aware civil servants organized themselves and 

·ted a 1ll0\'ement which aims for ethnic mobilization and claim for self 

at ion. They re ponded that "it is the claim for self administration; to develop our 

lIstOl11 s. tradit ion. language". This is in line with the constitutionally guaranteed 

hi spec ified in rti cle 39(2) cited above. But as I understand from almost all of 

l1ants. the rea l aim of the movement organizers seems only for their own 

Of e this is one of the 
end s: lo r . el f ad mini strati on' of the area. cours , 

onall )' provided right fo r the di fferent ethnic groupS of the country so as "to 

", . ' . . ... " (A t 39 (3)). However, as per the 
v effec tive protectIO n of their ethnic Identity r. 

want the near extinct ethnic 
mants. almo t all of uch individuals really do not 
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)ns to be revived; ince, it is mainly linked to tl Q ' . 
le emant mdlgenous religion. 

t for kemantn y language, as it was mentioned by th k . £ e ey m ormants, the rest 

cult ural practice were mainly embedded in the indigenous religion to which all 

ian Qeman ts are not willing to return back This is because' th I I" . , e ancestra re IglOUS 

nts are contradictory to the doctrine of Orthodox Christianity to which they are now 

3.d herent . Indeed. almost half of the interviewee from this group (the leaders of the 

l1ent) hEld thcir spouse from their Amharan neighbors and they did not know much 

their ance tral ethni c traditions. When asked about the basic identity markers at 

1t that di ITcrent iate the Qemant from their Amhara neighbors, they mentioned those 

es (mai nly the reli gious ones) that characterize the present day unbaptised awura 

'1/S which can be referred as "ethno-religious" group. In other words they tried to 

Ie themselves withi n the boundary of this ethnic category. 

the abo\'e po i nts one can understand that there will be a hidden instrumental goal 

ical end) behind those organi zers of the movement. Of course, Zelalem (2003:89) in 

udy or the kemantney language in the area had identified these individuals and 

[ .. . ]The supporters of the association are much fewer than the opponfenhts. 
'd 'the general support 0 t e 1embers of the Committee have stnve to wm 'II , " t of the people are stl 

Kemant people [ ... ] but the overwhelmmg maJon y, h t b 
. 'f th commIttee or c oose 0 e 

eIther unaware of the establIshment 0 e d h ' an of the 
. N ' [the founder an c alrm 

neutral. Those who are aga1l1st ega s . . f his hunger for 
associati on] effo rt blame him for attemptmg to satIs y 
power at the expense of the Kemantpeople [ .. ,J. 

, Imost all cases, in Ethiopia, the 
)urse as diffe rent literatures have suggested, 111 a 

d ' the context of redress ing 
. d ' h e been rna e 111 

IS fo r ethni c mobilization and soh anty av 
, d self administration, developing 

tice of the past, reclaiming of dignified eXIstence an 
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e and usage 0 f I anguage which were ignored in the past. These claims are more 

and for soc ial status, poli tical power and economic benefits (' t· I) 
111S rumenta rather 

;erving or nu rt uring relation hips that make a bond from generation to generation 

nizing the ovc rpo\ ring and coercive congruities of blood, speech, customs and 

rill1 ordi al), In other words, it is not because people wanted to preserve or glori fy 

imord ial iden tity, but because they wanted to protect social, political and 

c right (Berhanu, 2008: 15-1 6) , In line with this, Van der Beken (2009:223) al so 

roday a lot f di pute in Ethiopia are related to the opportunities that have been 

by the ne\\' con titu tional provisions [".] there are claims and actions to create 

nic terri torial ent iti e ", Often an ethnic revival is primarily a result offailing state 

which c:\c ludes c rtain ethno regional groups, and of a political strategy of 

but blocked el i te groups produced by the national educational system in a 

1 of eco nomic tagnation (Abbink, 1997:160). 
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:R FI V E: S MMA RY AND CONCLUSION 

and ethni c identi t ha h hi ort story in social sciences 
In general and in 

logy in pnrticu lar. It b comes a central concept in the 1960s In Eth' . . 
. lopla It was 

the CO l11 l11 g II1t o 10 er of the EPRDF 1 d 
e government that such issues as 

Jnd ethnic iden tity ha ga ined much emphasis. 

Y i about the ethnic identi ty of the Qemant l' h'l peop e In c 1 ga woreda, North 

:one. The area i cho en for two reasons. First, those remnant speakers of the 

)' Innguage nowada are fo und in and around Ayikle, the main town. The other 

~ Ill a joriti e o f tho e .. acred trees" or the Qemant religious sites are found in 

Jrec/u. 

md ethnicity ar a ociated with the process of changes in population and it 

'or a long time the Qemant and the Amhara ethnic group cohabit the area with a 

lt degre ' of ocio-cultural interaction that leads to the assimilation 

l iza ti on) 01' the latter gro up towards the socio-cultural pattern of the former. The 

JS polit ica l structure, relioion lanouage the moiety based social organi zation 
b' b , 

ciated marriage ru le once made the Qemant as a closely knit ethnic group 

shed 1'1'0 111 the neighboring Amharans, But following the massive 

iza ti on move ment launched into the area especially during the 1960s, those 

. . , . b ruptured leadina to the 
eth ni c bou nda ry malntammg mechal1lsms ecame (:) 

. . . It 1 atterns of their Amharan 
aSS imIl ation of the people towards the soClO cu ura P 

" . c d b me scholars (e.g. Simmon, 
s. f hl s ass imil ati on process has been relerre Y so 

. earch is specifically intended 
1111St. 1969) as "Amharanization". As such, thIS res 
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ine relm d to the Qemant ethnic identity but h 
ave not yet been 

d by othe r re ea rcher . In othe d 1 
r wor s, t le thesis tried to investigate the basic 

; that con ,titute the th ic identity of the people' its ch d" . 
. anges an contll1l11tles; to 

the internal and cx ternal fact tl ors 1at once solidify the Qemant ethnic identity; 

1 to look at the fac tor b hind the change in the content and boundary of their 

kn ti t) . In addi ti n. the Qemant etlmic identity is also 'd ' I' examme might of the 

tional et hni c ri ght of th country. 

li c identity of the Q mant was dichotomized by both internal and external factors. 

iet;- ba"Cd oc ial orga ni za tion and ethnic endogamy together with the indigenoLi 

. polit i ' (1 1 tructure and other socio cultural practices of the Qemant previoLisly 

I)' olid ifi ed the Qemant ethnic identity, The exploitative land tenure system of 

. i.e , and the Qelllanl Id!(emane and the Amhara balabat production relation ship; 

l' \\'ith the \\'id Iy held prej udice towards the Qemant were the external factors that 

Illi zed the Qel1lant thnic identity, These internal and external factors had 

~d the socio cultu ral in teraction between the Qemant and the Amhara. But thing 

. altered fo ll o\\'in o the immense reli aious switch of the people; the alteration of the 
to b 

lic stru cture afte r the 1975 and; the change in the prevalence of prejudiced 

d h t d f socio cultural interaction 
:S to\\ ard s the Qemant. These change t e ren 0 

. h' h was much restricted. Today, 
n the QClllant and the Amhara etlmlc groupS w IC 

. " l'b I" which are also on the verge 
the kClll antney language and theIr hega 1 ona re IglOn 

. ' " arkers of Qemant ethnic identity 
nctlon: there are no any other major objectIve m 

. . . 'Amharans, It might be because of 
II di fferenti ate the Qemant from the nelghbonng 

r' there nowadays identi fy 
)erceptions that the majority of the Qemant IV1l1g 
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, as an" mhara" \ hi 
h may point out the tendency of " th ' " 

e mc sWltchll1g", 
" ho\\ c\ 'cr, thc r re 

me members who subjectively identify themselves to 

19 c.\tinct obj cc ti v identit markers, 

look i ng at · me per i tent feelings of association (identification) to those 

InlC idc ntity marker, t gether with such ethnic self ident'fi t' , " I Ica Ion as a!enla 

ay obligc SO Ill e n to argue fo r the side of the primordialists who believe in 

eth n i c "gi \Tn ." and "permanency" of ethnic identities, Still such external 

) as (jI/W7(j/l(/ qiJ lIlci b ome of the neighboring Amharans to identify those 

l cd QClllant · Illay further trengthen his/her position alongside the existence of 

1t da: 0\\ ' /11'([ Qemant v ho resisted the long time pressure from Orthodox 

ty, Il o\\'c\'er. looking at the massive socio-cultural assimilation of the Qemant 

he ne ighbo rin g mhara the above argument can be countered, The massive 

. the Qenw nt ethni c traditions; fo r example, the near extinction of kemantney 

ii sinteg ratio n of the once closely knit ethnic group followed by interethnic 

bct\\'c' l1 the Qemant and the Amhara can reveal the constructed nature of 

(hn icit\, and idel1(it , That is why the theoretical stance taken in this research is 

he cons(ruc ti vi ts which views the boundaries of ethnic identity as being 

", con. (a n (I Y "renegotiated", "revised" and "redefined" depending on the 

ituati on and circulll tance that an etlmic group encounters, 

, d the crucial causes for the 
: a num ber of po sib le fac tors that can be mentiOne as 

of Qenlant 
ethnic identity, As it was partiall y 

n the content and boundary 

, 1" 1 and economic incidents are 
1 above both the histo ri cal, SOCIal, po Ihca 

ble for the change, hl'storical incident of enormou 
Following the 
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Iti on and thc wi lely h Id prejudiced attitude towards th Q 
e em ant there came 

ti on on th ' ' ide f the people that Christianization 
means becomino 

t> 

Jti on. This might b a means for them as an outlet from th . d . 
e eXlste SOCIO 

sion and co nfli t . Th porr I d I Ica an economic incidents were also the other 

2 luno refo rm p I ic)' f tl d . le erge regIme that banned feudal tenant production 

) \\ as Cl I so the ther fac tor \' hich was accompanied by the transformation in 

I' int ' rethnic rclati on hip between the Amharan and the Qemants. Following 

ano the progrc i n f the religious conversion (of the Qemant) the degree of 

marr iage bc twc n th two was enhanced leading to the socio cultural 

n or the Qcmant int the cultmal pattern' of the neighboring Amhara. The 

QClll ant ramily and religious institutions in playing their role on the ethnic 

\'C loplllcn t or ethn ic m mbers especially for children and youths could also be 

IC other fac tor b hind the weakening of Qemant ethnic identity, Following the 

oll\ 'crsion or the people in to CIu'istianity and becoming victims of prejudiced 

QelllCl nt ramil y uni t and conm1Unity members gradually abandoned to 

hil drcn in to the \Va s of their ancestral and ethnic traditions, 

thc abo \'C points, it i po sible to conclude that the primordialists position that 

" f hn' 'd tities does not have any le \'Cry ethni c "given" and "permanency 0 et IC I en 

. . . ' . R th the constructivist view largely 
~x pl a lnln ~ thc Qemant ethmc Identity. a er, 

Therefore the Ethnic identity of 
to exp lain the ethn ic identity of the Qemant. , 

. 'olitical and social interaction 
tnt is co n tructed out of the long time economIC, p 

in to account the objective and 
ir Amhara neighbor. In add ition, taking 

that the ethic identity of th 
e aspec ts of Qemant ethnic identity, one can say 
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Qcm <l 111 is a diffu d id ntity. Indeed, the view of Smith (1991 :21 -23) may 

" .. ·\ s Ihc · C \ era l 8ltri bute of an ethnie come together and become more :> . . . 

sal i ' Il l so do 
thnic identity and of ethnic community". 
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;: Profil es of Qemant I ~ nlormants 

Ethnic Self Ag 
Identification 

Language 
e 

Arenta Qemant 75 
Chri sti an Qemant 46 

Kemantney 
Amharic 

Qemant &Amhara 22 » 
Qemant 66 » 
Qemant 31 » 
Ke ll1 anty 70 Kemantney 
Qell1 ant Amhara 27 Amharic 
Chri tian Qemant 81 » 
Chri sti an Qemant 33 » 
Menta Qell1ant 49 » 
Qemant Amhara 24 » 
Qemant 35 » 
Qell1ant All1hara 60 » 
Chri sti an Qell1ant 75 Kemantney 
Qemant Amhara 25 Amharic 
A te nta Qemant 44 » 
A tenUi Qemant 42 » 
Chri sti an Qemant 37 » 
Kemanty 65 Kemantney 
Amhara Qemant 77 » 
Chri sti an Qemant 47 Amharic 
Qemant & Amhara 25 » 
Chri sti an Qemant 53 » 
Chri stian Qemant 75 Kemantney 
Ke ll1 anty 81 Amharic 
Chri sti an Qemant 37 » 
Amhara Qemant 49 » 
A tenta Qemant 72 Amharic 

Qemant 47 Amharic 

Qemant 22 » 

Am hara &Qemant 27 » 

Chri sti an Qemant 60 » 

Chri sti an Qemant 39 » 

Qemant Amhara 34 » 

Chri sti an Qemant 66 Kemantney 

Menta Qemant 56 » 

Aw ura Qemant 76 Amharic 

Qemant 23 Kemantney 

Qadall1 i Qemant 79 Amharic 

Place of Educational 
Residence Status2 

Ayikel Uneducated 
Ayikel Educated 
» Educated 
» Uneducated 
» Educated 
» Uneducated 
» Educated 
» Uneducated 
» Educated 
» » 
» » 
» » 
» Uneducated 
» Uneducated 
» Educated 
» » 
» » 
» » 
Saraba » 
Saraba Uneducated 
» Educated 
» » 
» » 
» » 
» Uneducated 
» Educated 
» Educated 

» Uneducated 

» Educated 

» Educated 

» » 

» » 

» » 

» » 

» Uneducated 

» Educated 

Tabar Uneducated 

Tabar Educated 

» Uneducated 

sc of' the sensitive nature of the issue, the names of info rmants remain hi dden. .' 
ducated ' and 'uneducated' are used respectively to di stingui sh those who have an expencilce In 

odcrn educat ion f'rom those who do not have. 



:)adall1 i Qell1ant 63 » » » Qemant 44 » » » Qemant 31 » » Ed ucated Wanna Qemant 75 » » Uneducated Chri stian Qemant 65 Kemantney » » Qemant All1hara 85 Amharic Laza » Qemant 22 » Laza Educated Awura Qell1ant 62 » » Uneducated Qemant 49 » » » 
Christian Qell1ant 69 » » » 
Chri stian Qell1ant 75 » » » 
Chri stian Qell1ant 67 » » » 
Qe ll1 ant 38 » » » 
Qell1ant 62 » Awudarda » 
Qell1ant All1hara 35 kemantney Awudarda » 
Qe ll1ant 80 Amharic » » 
Qemant 63 » » » 
Qell1ant 73 » » » 
Qe ll1ant 22 » » Educated 
Qemant 61 » » Uneducated 
Qemant 47 » » » 



" Profiles of Non QemantInformants 

c Self Sex Age Place of Duration of Occupational 
fication Residence Residence Status 
ra M 72 Ayikel 24 years Merchant 
.ra M 79 » 23 » » 

F 81 » 25 » » 
M 65 » 22 » 
F 58 » 20 Civil ervant 
F 49 Saraba 20 » 

M 64 » 25 Merchant 

F 55 » 21 Civil ervant 

F 59 » 20 » 

M 60 » 21 » 

M 69 Nara-Awudarda Native Agriculture 

M 78 » Native » 

M 59 » » » & priest 

F 49 Laza Bulladgie » Agri culture 

F 57 » » » 

M 71 » » » & priest 

M 63 Tabar Saraqo » Agriculture 

M 54 » » » 

F 60 » » » 

M 80 » » » 



': Profiles ofFGD Participants (Total of Four FGDs) 

Language Sex Age Educational Occupational 
Status Status Amharic M 55 Uneducated Carpentry 

Amharic M 62 Uneducated Daily laborer » M 61 » Guard 
Kemantney » 69 » Unemployed 
Amharic » 57 » Tailor 
Amharic » 54 » Merchant 
Kemantney » 70 » Agriculture 
Kemantney » 71 » Unemployed 
Amharic » 60 Educated Civil servant 
Amhari c » 63 Educated » 
» » 54 » » 
» » 52 » » 
» » 59 » Merchant 
» » 54 » » 
» » 56 » » 
» » 53 » » 
» » 52 Uneducated Daily laborer 
» » 55 » Guard 
» » 63 » Tailor 
Kemantney » 70 » Unemployed 
Amharic » 57 » Street vendor 
» » 66 » Pensioner 

Unemployed » 72 » Kemantney 
Dai ly laborer Amharic » 59 » 

» » 53 » Carpentry 

» » 67 » Shop keeper 

» » 64 » Agricu Iture 
Agriculture 73 » » » 
Unemployed » 71 » 
Street vendor 

» 
» 51 » 

Agriculture 
» 
Amharic » 56 » 

Merchant » 69 » » 



l: Profiles of Key Informants 

Language Sex Age Place of Residence Occupational Status 

Kemantney F 67 Ayikel House Madam 
Kemantney F 65 Ayikel local drink se ller 
» M 75 Saraba Agriculture 
» M 79 Tabar Saraqo Qemant priest 

» M 69 Nara- Awudarda Agricu lture 
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