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A B S T R Ae T 

The main purpose of thls r esea r c h i s to introduce the 

Ethiopian short s t o ries to the Ethiopian public, a work that has 

not been attempted so f a r. The r esear c h examines why th e short 

s tory, which is a recent genre, i s un exp l o ited and unfamiliar 

to the Ethiopian public. 

The Ethiopian short stories have been analyzed fr om the 

thematic and technical point of vi ew~ During th e progress of 

th e s tudy, an attempt has been made to look into the conditions 

which have hindered the d e velopment of the s hort s tory in Ethiopia, 

and have "lade it an unexploited genre~ Finally, recommenda tion s 

have been suggested in order to familiarize the public with the 

short sto ry, and to encourage writ e r s to use thi s lit e rary medium. 

, 
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INTRODUCT ION 

The objective of this r esearch is to study the state of the 

short story in Ethiopia. The scope of thi s survey is limited to the 

Amhar ic short stories only o 

In the introduction, the nature of the short story and its 

development in the world will be dealt with. 

In chapter one, the major themes reflected in the Ethiopian 

short stories will be analysed. 

The second chapter will consist of a critical study of some 

selected Amharic short stories with the view - of delineating the 

major literary techni ques used by Ethiopian short story writers. 

In the last chapter, an attempt will be made to discover why 

the short story is an unexploited genre in Ethiopia. 

Finally, a summary of the general findings and recommendations 

will be given. 

The short story is generally defined as a "form of short prose 

fiction , carefully constructed, compact and unified. 1I1 Contrary to 

the l ong held view that the short story is an inferior literary piece, 

it is one of the most elaborate and condensed literary forms. 

Although many short stories are usually less than ten thousand 

words long, this cannot, however, be used as a yardstick to distin­

guish the short story from the other genres. Some short stories written 

by Henry James, Maupassant and Flannery O'Connor, for instance, are 

longer than t e n thousand words. 

The short story belongs to the nineteenth century. It has 

shown to be so flexible in the hands of various writers that H.E. Bates 

is i mpelled to make the following observation: 
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00. the short story can be anything the author decides 
it shall be; it can be anything from the death of a 
horse to a young girl ' s first love affair, from the 
static s ketch without plot to the swiftly moving machine 
of bold action and climax , from the prose poem, painted 
rather than written ••• to the solid tale in which all 
emotion, all action, all reaction is measured, fixed, 
puttied, glazed and finished like a well-built house •••• 
In that flexibility was the r~ason why the short story 
was never adequately definedo 

This, indeed, is an attempt to describe how variable a fo rm the short 

story has demonstrated to be in those hundr ed and twenty years of 

existence. 

Edgar Allan Poe, considered to be the father of the short 

story, distinguished the form as a piece of writing short enough to 

be read at a single sitting. He further added that it should con-

vey a single effect the writer has chosen to impart to the reader. 

He ,thus ,made of the short story a concentrated literary form. What 

mattered for Poe was that a short s tory should have a unified, well-

constructed plot. 

Plot i s one of the essential elements in a short story. Rust 

Hills maintains that plot i s one of the characteristics which dif-

ferentiate a short story from a sketch. 
\ 

He says : 

To a reader who doesn't understand the nature of the 
contemporary short story form , that aspect of f i ct i on 
known as plot may s eem equivalent to the whole of the 
story. It is inconceivable to have a story without plot;) 
for as we have seen, what we then have would be a sketcho 

Some writers, howeve r, consider plot as unimportant~ H.E. Bates 

makes the following obs e rvation about Tchekhov, IIFor Tchekhov, the 

cra f tsman, b e ginning and end do not matter ••• ,,4 Similarly, for 

Sherwood Anderson, plot has to be loose. As quoted by Mark Schorer, 

Ander son says , "A man keeps thinking of his own life, and life itself 
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i s a loose flowing thing. There are no plot s tories in life ••• 

what i s wanted is a new loosenes s 

For Sir Hugh Wa lpol e , the s hort s tory " ••• is a record of 

things happening, full of incide nt and accident, swift movement, 

unexpected development, l eading through s uspense to a climax, and 

a satisfying end or denouement. 1I6 

For Ellery Se dgewick, on the other hand, "A short story is 

like a horse raceg It i s th e s tart and finish that count most." 7 

Elizabeth Bowe n observes that there i s a strong urge behind 

a writer' s wish to write a s hort storyo As noted by H. E •. Bates, 

she asserts that "the fir s t necess ity of the short story at the set 

out, i s necessariness . The s tory, that is to s ay, must spring from 

an impress ion or p erception press ing e nough, acute enough, to have 

made the writer write. IIB That i s to say, a writer produces a short 

Dtory because he feels a s trong nee d to do SOo 

All these at t e mpts to define the s hort story do show how 

dif f icult it is to define the me dium which i s affected by the sub-

jective perception of various writ e r s . 

As put forward in An Introduction to Literature, Brander 

Matthews maintains that "The short story ... deal s with a single 

character , a singl e event, a s ingle emotion, or the series of emotions 

called forth by a s ing le s ituation 000,,9 Brand e r Ma-tthe ws' s tatement 

is applicable to many s hort stories; howe ver, Mary Rohrberger and 

her colleagues contend that exc eptions do occur as there are short 

stor i es which deal with more than one import an t character, and often 

contain more than one s ituation.
IO 
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The s hort s tory usua lly d ea l s with a s ingle epis ode that occurs 

with i n a limit e d s pa n of time with the consequence tha t the incide nts 

and ch arac t e r s need to be quickly d escribed . The e conomy of words 

that i s required from the s hort s tory a l s o impe l s the write r to speed 

up the action concentrating on th e mos t revea ling deta il s only. As 

some short s tory writers say , the numbe r of characters should not 

exceed four. The setting of a s hort s tory should also be confined 

given that there i s no room for ins ignificant elements. 

A success ful short story is the working out of the inte raction 

between chara cter, plot, setting and conflict. Conflict plays a 

crucial role in a short story as it provides the s tory with pattern 

and direction. 

The s hort s tory i s often compared to the nove l, novelett e , 

drama and poe try although it seems that the re i s no connection 

between the s hort story and poe try. 

The scope of the short s tory i s na rrowe r than tha t of the 

novalo It also dea l s with less characters and episodes tha n does 

the novel. The s pan of time in a short s tory i s ve ry limited 

althou g h it can cover several d ays or weeks. I n a novel, we can see 

a character grow from birth to d eath. In the s hort story, on the 

other ha nd, character i s depi c ted during a given moment in his life. ll 

I nc idents in a s hort s tory a re limited and swiftly described. The 

novel, on the other hand, offers a wider vi ew by giving detailed 

background informa tion bringing for th th e causes and e ffect s which 

work to produce change in the protagonist. As incidents in the novel 

are not r es tricted in time and place , we can Gee characters moving 
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rrom place to place. In a short storYI the reader may also encounter 

characters who never speak a word! besides, characters may be unnamed. 

This, however, is inconceivable in a novel. Short storiea with no 

location or place and time are commonly round although this would be 

12 impossible in a novel. 

In its use or action,the short story is more similar to drama 

than to the novel. lJ Many writers think that it is easier to trans­

rorm a short story into a play. Unlike the novel, drama is primarily 

intended ror the spectator. Characters in a play are not described 

as in the short story, but they are embodied by actors. The events 

in a play are enacted in rront or the audience. On the stage, events 

are enacted in the present although they may have occurred in the 

past. This is what distinguishes drama rrom the novel and the short 

story. Unlike the short story, tho scope of drama is wider, and 

drama can manage time rreel~ 

There is a certain resemblance between the short story and 

the novelette. The novelette is said to stand between the short 

story and the novel. Like the short story, the novelette presents 

a unity or structure, and the number or characters is also limited. 

The scope or the novQlette is, however, wider. It also allows more 

room ror character development and sconic description! ' besides, it 

can manipulate more than one s ituation. 14 

There is also a c e rtain s imilarity between the short story 

and poetry. Both the short s tory writer and the poet condense their 

material, but poetry is more highly condensed than the short story. 

The p oet's process of selection is much more rigorous boca us e the 
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words and imageries used by the poet have to bear more depth of mean-

ing than the short story writer's. It seems that plot and character-

ization are the essentials of the short story, yet poetry may use 

these elements as, for instance, in narrative or epic poems. 

The modern short story started during the nineteenth century, 

whereas the novel dates back in the eighteenth century. In the 

United States, it is the "growing preference for journalistic 

sketches,,15 which favoured the development of the short story. 

Edgar Allan Poe in America is said to be the first man to distin-

guish the short story as . 16 P . I a literary form. Edgar Allan oe 18 a so 

said to have contributed to the development of impressionistic and 

mystery stories. He is famous for the Tell-Tale Heart, written in 

18~2, and The Cask of Amontillado. 

Gogol in Russia is said to have introduced poetic realism 

in the short story. "In his use of indigenous material, Gogo~ marks 

the beginning of realism and objectivity in writing."l? He is famous 

for the Overcoat, written in 18~2, the story that has influenced 

Russian short story writers. 

The short story became popular in France through the influence 

of Tolstoy, Turgenev and Gustave Flaubert in the salona f P . 18 
o ar1S. 

Flaubert is well-known for his novel, Madame Bovary, in which he is 

said to have added a touch of realism. 

Anthon Tchekhov was another f a mous short story writer in 

nineteenth century Russia. He introduced objectivity in his works. 

He also possessed the gift of simplicity and precision with his 

, 19 
ability to condense into the fewest words the main ideas of a story. 
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in outlook of the emerging educat ed e lite through its contact with tDe 

Western world and education. He describes marriage culture among vari-

ous nationalities in feudal Ethiopia. The reader is hereby made to 

observe that e ven though marriage pra c tices among these nationalities 

are similar to a great extent, they differ in some ways. In the Gurage 

society portrayed in IIC eg rr (Engagement), for in stance , the bride Kerwoge 

is invited to feasts at her relatives' two weeks prior to the wedding. 

This is done to allow her to blossom for the we dding. The Gurage 

custom also r equires that the bride's nails b e cut off before the 

wedding day_ In the f e udal soc iety, the brideg room's party was re-

quired to pay a dowry to the bride's party in proportion to the bride-

groom's wealth, but in the Tigrai soc i e ty portrayed in "Baleta Ahiya" 

(On an Unloaded Donkey ) , it is the bride's party which presents the 

dowry to the bridegroom's party. This element distinguishes the 

Tigrai marriag e custom from that of the other nationalities portrayed 

Birhanu Zarih un h as also attempted to show that marriage in 

feudal Ethiopia meant an a lliance between two equally wealthy families. 

Parents were, therefore, very scrupulous over the choice of partne rs 

for their children. Negotiations for a marriage contract were carried 

out through elders in the community, who approached the family of 

the future bride. Care wa s taken to see wheth e r the future son-in-

law could mea s ure up to th e wea lth of his wife's p arent s . The bride ' s 

parents, therefore, refrained th emse lves from giving their assent right 

" away·. In "Ceg," ·for instance, Gamal i int ent ionally delays Kerwoge t s 

engagement in the hope that a better match could appear at the last 
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moment, thus, making Gamali r egret his d ec i sion. 

In th e feudal society, it was customary tha t marriage contracts 

were s igne d even before the bride and bridegroom were born. 

Ah iya , 1I for insta nce, Azmac Asgadom had promised Azza~ Iqubanike l to 

give, h is s on Zar a i in marriage to l qubanikel' s daughter before the 

young people were born. This was done on a battlefield with the Italians 

in recognition for th e great service rendere d by Azzaz I quba nike l who 

h a d saved Azmac Asgadom t s life. 

In the feudal society depicted in Birr Ambar Sabbar'a liwo , th e 

writer demons trates that young people had no say over whom they would 

marry because the choice of partners belonge d to th e ir pa r e nt s o The 

bride and bridegroom did not have the opportunity to know each other 

before their wedding. In "Ceg" (Engagement), for instance, the young 

man Te li i s made a war e of his approaching marriage when he obs erves 

that a house is being erected in his father's compoundw He sees Kerwoge 

for the f irs t time one day whil e she i s returning from church. Kerwoge 

kno.ro that her wedding i s approaching wh en she is invit e d to meals by 

her re latives somet im e before the wedding. 

Birhanu Zarihun has a l s o tried to depict the oppress ion of the 

woman in the feudal societYa In IIBalet'a Ahiya,1I for ins tance, Azmac 

Asgadorn's son,Zarai,iB compelled by the s ociety to r e turn the bride to 

h er family because s he i s found not to be a virgino Similarly, in 

" I,ayne Mawzar e " (OJ My Rifle) Balambaras Kinfu ' s d a ughter is returned 

home f or the same r eason . 

In the s hort s tory "Birr Ambar Sabbar a liwo," on the other h a nd, 

Birhanu Zarihun depicts the change in soc i a l values as the s chool 

began to liberat e young people from their tra ditional shackles. The 
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young man Hiruy, for instance, h ad known Q8s'ala for eight y ears at 

school before they decided to marry8 We notice how co-education has 

leasened th e influence of the old values which restricted th e relation-

ship between young men a nd women who h a d no opportunity to acqua i n t 

with each other b e for e weddi n go In the story,' Qas'a la's conservative 

father, Fitawrari Taddaga, s trongly opposes his daughter's marriage 

to the grandson of a weaver; nevertheless, h e i s made to comply to the 

will of the young peopl e o B~rhanu Zarihun h as , consequent l y, tried to 

d epict that the influence of parents on the choice of partners for 

the i r children was not as s trongly fe lt at the time when he wrote the 

story as it used to be in the pasto 

On the other hand, Birhanu Zarihun does not deny the reality 

that the young generation cannot completely rid itse lf of tradition; 

likewise, Hiruy is forced to avoid smoking during the wedding ceremony 

in t he church , and to unwilling ly participate in the long ceremony, 

which he thinks is not necessary . He again cannot help kissing the 

knees of his in-l a ws before departing with the bride because this is 

part of tra dition g 

In the colle ction BllTAmbar Sabbaraliwo, Birhanu Zarihun has 

tried to depict the gradu a l change i n outlook that occurred in the 

Ethiopian s oci e ty as education and Wes tern cultur e began to b e felt 

aQong the young generationo 

P l a tonic l.ve ·i s not common in Ethiopian lit e r a ture, as p ut 

fonlard by Thomas Kane in the book ent itl e d Ethiopian Litera ture in 

Amharic. The only writer who r a i ses this s ubje c t is the playwr i ght 

" , ', ', . .", .. " 25 
Tas f aye Gassassa in the collect1on, Matakkaza. 

In th e s hort s tory e ntitled "Rabu" (Wednesday), the character 
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Akl il ~ r e fl ect s his pl a tonic concept a bo u t love be c a use he compa r es 

hi D g i r l-fri e nd S~g e to a f l owe r tha t s h ould be a dmir ed, but n e v e r 

touched for fear tha t it would be spoil e du Ak l ila i s worrie d a b o u t 

thin f lower becaus e h e thinks t ha t it might be p luck e d and scatt e r e d 

by t he wind un l ess h e t a k es go od c a r e of i t. In thi s s t ory , the 

writer a tte mp t s t o depi c t tha t Aklila ' s ultima t e f a ilure in his r e -

l a tions hip with S'ig e i s due to his wrong a ttitude towa rds love . As 

shOl1n1 i n the s tory , Aklila fS wrong a ttitude i s c a used by c e rta in 

e l ement s . It was a p eriod wh e n c o-education was not widespread i n 

Ethiop i a , and th e r e l a tions hip be tween boys and g irl s wa s expect e d 

to be in tune with the tradition so that a y oung man was not t o 

e stablis h intima t e f rie nds hip with a lady openly be for e th e y we r e 

l egally marri e d. Un i v e r s ity boys a nd gir ls we r e , c onse quently, c a r e -

f ul to cond uc t th e ir l ove affa ir s hidd en f rom the e y es of both the 

J esuits a nd othe r s tudent s . The r efor e , t h i s s oc i a l a ttitude affec t e d 

negative ly s ome y o ung me n like Aklil a , wh o was a n in t rove rt c omp ared 

to t he cha r ac t e r Al a mu, SJ'ige ' s fo r mer boy- f rie nd a nd a d e cisive ex -

tro v ert " The writer re f l e ct s S'ig e f S pr e f e r e nce for Al a mu by r e v ea l-

i ng h e r j e a lous y a t the s i ght of Al a mu walking by th e s ide o f Qal a m 

P l a tonic l ove is a l so one o f th e th e mes r ef le c t e d i n IIMabra tu 

' .. Si t a f a" (Ifu e n the Light Goes out). The purpose o f this s h or t s tory i s 

to sho w tha t bourgeoi s e duca tion h as a n egative effec t on the individual , 

i n tha t it ma k e s him un f it to live in th e p arti c ul a r communit y h e 

belongs to , f or bourg e ois e duca tion i s not g e a r e d to mak e the ind ividual 

r eal i st i c a nd practi ca l.
26 

I f b ourgeoi s e ducation i s give n as one o f 

t he causes for Mabrat u ' s psychol og i cal d e preso ion a nd e v e ntual d eath 
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the main cause , howeve r, i s an e motional problem. Mabratu was suf­

fering from loneliness because his mother di e d while he 'fas a chi ld; 

conseque ntly, h e neede d a girl-friend to f ill that vacuum, but 

Mabratu could not establ i sh friendship with a me mbe r of the oppos ite 

sex because h e was too timid to approach a lady. 

The s ociety, on the othe r hand, had a strong impact on Mahratu' s 

be haviour. Be ing the son of an important governmQnt official, he was 

expected to avoid night-clubs in order t o safeguard his family' s 

dignity. He was , the refore, brought up to s uppress his fee lings so 

that when he met Maqdas a t the univers ity, he was too shy to expres s 

his love. On one occas ion, h e wrot e a l etter to Maqdas, but he 

immed iately tore it into pieceso In conse quence, his daydreams 

about Maqdas l e d to an unnecessary wasting away of his energy. He 

made a second attempt at winning a Jewish girl in America; here too, 

he failed be caus e h e was indec i s ive . The writ e r sol~eB ~~ •• a·8 

conflic t by allowing his s uicide in the precipice of the olnt'oto 

Mountaino As depicted in the s tory, the main cause for Mabratu's 

nervous br eak-down i s his platonic notion of love o Bourgeo i s e du­

cation h ad a part to play in Mabratu ' s failure b e cause it had ma de 

him too unpractical to SUbstitute the love h e could n ever obtain with 

someth ing else. 

We also dist ing uis h among Ethiop i a n s hort s tories those which 

re flec t the s ociety' s t e nd ency to condemn ~~o~,and to es tablish a 

healthy family where harmony r e igns . In s ome s hort s tories , as in 

"WU$alTUna M;'ngad;)tu" (The Do g and hi s Ways ) b y Taddass;;' Lib:in , the 

unfaithful party i s the man while in others , as in "Ya S'as'at Dims',,27 
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(The Voice of Re penta nce ), the unfaithful party is the 
28 

woman. The 

protagonist in "Ya S~E{at Dims/ II is an unnamed ,.,ea l thy character who 

condemns his wife to death because he di scovers that she had been un-

faithful to him. 

These short stories have a s o c i al purpose. They are meant 

to d iscourage infedelity in the soc iety by demonstrating the due re-

tribution the unfaithful party receives at the end. In "Ya S~s/aft Dims', II 

for instance, Gannat, the wife of the protagonist i s condemned to die 

in the swimming pool with the man she has been h av ing affairs with. 

I. ] . Soc ial Criticism 

The third and most common theme reflected in Ethiopian s hort 

stories is 30c i al cr iticism , an attempt to depict the various social 

evi13 that resulted from the former £eudo -cap italist regime in 

Ethiop ia. 

., '/" " .. Two writers, Taddas sa Liban and Haila lyasus Fiqadu reflect 

nepot ism in two of their short stories" Taddas sa Liban wrote IILelaw 

Ma" " d,, 29 (Th 0 ) ,,, ,, , "L " - A'''' ,,3 0 
nga ether Way and Ha11a Iyas us F~qadu ammanu 1nas~wur 

(The Bl ind Beggar). Both stories refer to the period in which people 

with limited e ducat ion could obtain a job provided they were backed by 

in f luential relatives. 

In the short story "Lelaw Mangad,1I Taddassa Libsn relat e s the 

s tor y o f the character Fallaqa, "ho drops out from grade six to look 

f or a job in order to support his family. The story i s narrated from 

the p oint of view of a minor character who i s Fa llaqa' s former class-

mat e . He reports the five trying years of Fallaqats existence in 

which Fallaqal s perseverant effort to find a vacant post turns out to 
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The short story emerged in Ethiopia toward s the second h a l f 

of the twe ntie th century. The first collection o f Amharic s hort 

stories was published in 1949 E.C. (1956 - 57) by Taddassa Liban 

unde r th e titl e of Maskaram. No s hort stor i es were publis h ed p rior 

to that date. Ta ddassa Liba n i s , thus , Ethiopia's f irst shori story 

writer . His short stories are dis tinguis h e d from the traditional 

folk-tales, in that h e , for the first time., applied the t echniques 
• 

of the modern short stor y to Ethiopian material. 
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CHAPTER I 

MAJOR THEMES IN AMHARIC SHORT STORIES 

The common themes reflected in the Ethiopian short stories may 

be divided into three major categories: religion, love and marriage, 

and social criticism. Out of the one hundred and forty·.tx abort 

stories I have surveyed, about sixty percent deal with social criti-

cism, thirty-five percent have love and marriage as their subject, 

and only about five percent deal with religion. One can, therefore, 

assume that the main issue the Ethiopian short story writers were 

trying to reflect in their works was the social evils of the old 

Ethiopian regime. One can also observe that religion is not a sub-

ject widely treated in Ethiopia~ short stories though it used to be 

the tradition for writers to reflect the devotional attitude of the 

Ethiopian society. This indicates that with the emergence of the 

educated elite in the society, religion gradually ceased to be the 

preoccupation of the educated people who were eager to instill the 

new values acquired. through Western education in the minds of the 

Ethiopian people. 

1.1. Religion 

The only short stories that we find written on religion are 

. ., 20 ( ) " " 
"Abel~n F!l:llaga" In Search of Abel by Sibhat Gfibra igziabhor and 

Ya il'mat Billie'ita,21 a collection of seven short stories by Amara 
• 

Mamma. 

"Abelin Fillagall is a short s tory adapted from the Bible, 

written for a community whose faith i s deeply ingrained in its 

r elig ion. The story i s didactic in the sense that it induces the 

community to fear God and to avoid his wrath. Adam disobeyed God; 
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in consequence, he was expel l ed from the Garden of Eden. He was con-

demned to live on hi s sweat; bes ides, God took away his son Ab e l. The 

story's interpretation i s left to the reader, who is l ed to infe r that 

• 
man's s in inci_e s God's anger. Plot in this short story is v e ry loose, 

and the cau se -and-effect relationship of what happens is not es tab-

lished. It i s a mere descr iption of Adam's di s tress foreshadowing 

Abel' s death. As Abel is late to come home, Adam goes in search of 

his be loved son to find only his corpse , which h e buries with great 

sorrow. 

Ya -Iwnat Billie'ita by Amara Mamma is a collection of seven 

short stories based on th e Bible and r e ligiono "Moto Alqaram," for 

instance, relates the story of th e life .and resurrection of Jes us-

Christ , "Madosaw" (The Hammer) i s the s tory about the rise of the 

Lutheran fa ith in Germany. 

"Ya Iwnat Billi~'ita" (Spa rk of Truth) r ef lects th e conflict 

fac ed by thos e christians who fors ake the traditional Orthodox re-

ligion for the new doctrine preached by foreign miss ionaries . In 

the story, the character K~bb~d~ is placo d in a dilemma as his wife 

Abbabac and his friend Zarfu cons tantly remind him that unless he 

repe nts for his de e d, his life will be endangered . The court, on 

. , '/ " 
the other hand, threatens Kabbada that serious measures will b e take n 

aga ins t him. Kabbada, " however, chooses the prison, a decis ion which 

turns out to be fruitfu l because the spark of truth glowing on 

Kabbada's face impress e s Abbabac very much. According to th e author, 

an i mportant mes sabe is h e reby trans mitt e d to the r eader, namely, 

that christianity i s truth and light which nothing can des troy. A 
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drast ic measure was taken to suppress Kabbada and his friends, but 

being the bearers of truth, nothing could shake their happiness which 

was the source of Christianity. The theme of the story is that true 

Christian religion is the one based on the teachings of the Bible 

preached by the missionaries. 

The short story entitled, "ya. qalical< Kaddami" (The Attendant 

o f the Sorcerer), on the other hand, reflects the conflict between 

traditional witchcraft and the new evangelical faith. The author 

attempts to show that the traditional belief in witchcraft i s ground­

less. The attendant of the sp irit Dulana, the character Warasa ,is 

made to question the reliability of Dulana's power. 

One day, ~Iarasa reme.bore ,Dulana had predicted that he would 

destroy his rival, the evangelist Ballo,with lightening. This, how­

ever, was n e ver fulfilled because Ballo was s till safe. Waraea , then, 

concluded that Ballo's God was the true God. The conflict between 

witchcraft and Christianity i s demonstrated as W~rasa i s placed in 

a position where his wife and his mother-in-law constantly r emind him 

about the pas t by entreating him to take his ill daughter to Dulana 

for hea ling. The conflict i s resolved when Warasa decides to take 

his daughter to Ballo's chapel. It, therefore, becomes evident that 

this s hort story i s writt e n in order to discourage the society a t that 

time from practising witchcraft by showing that Christianity is the 

ans",er to its fear of the unknown. 

1. 2. Love and Marriage 

In the short story entitled, "Mato Shih Birr,,22 (Hundred 

Thousand Birr), P~ulos Nonno attempts to portray marriage concept 



in the feudal society, and how that concept has affected the future 

of many a young l a dy. In the s tory, Sara, a twenty-six year old 

lady i s frustrated because she is s till unmarried. This is not due 

to the fact that she could not find the idea l husband, but to her 

father's insis tence that his son-in-law be a descendant from a res-

pectable family. In the story, the writer shows that beauty has no 

s ignificance in a s ociety where parents stick to time-honoured con-

cepts. He also depict s the conflict between the old and new gener-

~ " H ation as personified in the character Ato Zamanah, who rejects the 

current view that knowledge is a means to help a man rise in the 

society. His daughter Sara, on the other hand , gives priority to 

education and decency. We hereby notice the gradual change of 

values in the new generation, which is affected by the influence of 

education. The story is also an attempt to show that education has 

liberated young people of the opposite sex as they began to ,.have 

better access to each other. Ato ~sate, for instance, knew Sara 

before he claimed her hand though this was kept secret to the con-

v,, .. 
servative Ato Zamanah. The writer uses irony to show that the hope 

of many young men wishing to marry the daughter of a wealthy aristo-

crat lay in the possibility of being the winner of a lottery lot, 

which was by the time worth hundred thousand birr. Ato isate, 

when asked to prove wh e ther he is a wealthy man, produces a series 

of tickets meaning that he hopes to be c ome the wealthy son-in-law 

"'., ~ 
Ato Zamanah wishes to have. 

In Birr Ambar Sabbaraliw023 (The Breaking of the Silver 

Bracelet) ,24 Birhanu Zarihun attempts to portray the gradual change 
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be f ruitless because of the widespread nepotism in the s ocie ty. We 

are told that Fallaqa finally obtained .a white-collar job through 

th e intervention of his brother-in-la~, an eminent person in the 

society, after the narrator, Fallaqa'~ former classmate, completed 

grade eleven. The object ive of the wr iter, therefore, is to sho,~ 

that during the period referred to in th e story, education had n~ 

significance because of nepotism, which rewarded the few and condemned 

the majority to hunger and poverty. 

InlfLa mmanu Ain'a.siwur , 11 Hailei' fyas us Fiqadu presents nepotism 

as the cause for the widespread beggary and unemployment in the 

Ethiopian society. The unnamed character who completed grade eight 

i s compe lled to accept a blind beggar ' s offer to become his guide. 

Thi" iE due to the fact that job opportunity was open only to those 

"'hose relatives occupied the high posts in the country. We are , 

thus, s hown that in the old regime there was a waste of manpower, 

as the practice of nepotism had led many healthy members of the 

society to share the fate of the handicapped people like Alaqa. 

Fi·qre Tolossa in nYa Barinatu Tabassa" .. Jl (The Stigma of 

Slavery) and Tasfaye Gassassa in "Ya Immete C'inina Ya Makinawa Anja't"J2 

(Immete's Thigh and the Intestine of the Car) reflect the effect of 

slavery in the feudal society . We, thus, distinguish between active 

and pass ive dehumanization of the individual slave~ 

•• I ! 
In nYa Barinatu Tabassa," for instance, we realize how active 

dehumanization humuliates the supposedly f reed slave igzer Siiiiff. 

In the story, the aged slave supplies unpa id labour for her mistress 

because a slave was regarded as being less than a human being. In 
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spi t e of her old age; ~gzet Sattaii' is asked to do all the hard work 

in the house . Her mistress does not n eed to hire a porter to carry 

a heavy jar, or grains to the mill. One day, the hea vy jar carrying 

dregs is broken as the exhausted old woman falls down from a hill. 

The merc il ess mi s tress , who is aware that Igzer Sattan is no more 

useful now, sends her away, thus, breaking the heart of the homeless 

slave. Fiqre Tolossa tries to show that a dog was be tter treated 

than a s lave, for it was allowed to die in peace in the house of 

its masters unlike -Igzer Satt'itn, who was mercilessly dismissed. 

Tasfaye Gassass8, on the other haud, depicts the passive 

dehumanization of the slave. "',. ,. " . In "Ya {mmete C-:ln~na Ya Mak1nawa 

Anjat,11 for instance, the slave Louis Darato, who realizes that the 

love demonstrated towards him by his masters is a pretended one, 

res ents that attitude of his masterso Louis Darato was never ill-

treated by them; n e vertheles s, he was dissatisfied with his condition, 

especially, after he knew that they did not love him in th e real 

sense of the word. Tasfaye Gassassa, hereby shows the deep effect 

of pass ive dehumanization on the individual .1c.vQ. Th e accumulated 

effect of frustration, for ins tance, leads Louis Darato to th e murder-

ing o f a postman, whose car reminds Louis of the artificial, lifeless 

love of his masters manifasted towards him, especially, after a boy 

i s born to them. 

In lIya. Barinatu T~bassa," Fiqre Tolossa tries to show that 

the st igma of slavery i s an evil that can never be remove dft In the 

story , Igzer Sattai'! i s a s upp osedly freed slave, but her mistress 

Amalawarq continues to oppress her because the abolition of slave ry 
• 
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cannot change £g zer SattEin I S cond it ion. She has been branded for 

ever. What the writer here intends to show is that nobody in the 

soc i ety was willing to recognize the human rights of th e freed 

slaves . 

Fiqre Tolos s a also shows that for slaves who have lived for 

many y ears under the yoke of s l a v ery , fr eedom is insignificant. An -

.. 
Amhari c proverb which illustrates this idea i s rrYa l ayut agar 

ainafiqim rr (We n ever mi ss a country that we have never seen). Like-

wise, the world of fr eedom , though beautiful, did not appea l to 

Igzer Sat tan who, a ft er the abol ition of s lavery, decided to cont inue 

serving her mis tress. 

Prostituti on is the theme reflected in Tad~ss~ Lib~n's 

IIAbbonas" in the col l ection Lelaw Mangad, and in Tasfaye Gassassa ' s 

short - story "Ai ld:i:le" CO! What a Destiny is Mine !- ) in the co l-

lection M~tikk~~a. In both stor i es, lack of education is presented 

as the contributary cause for prostitution. In tlAbbona~tI for in-

stance , the character Abbonas resorts to prostitution because she 

h as no o ther means of s upport ing her two c hildren. In "Ai fd±le," 

Atitaggab practices prost itution because be ing a d ivorced and a n un-

ed ucated woman, s h e cannot take up any other tradeu Both writ ers 

condemn the oppression of women in the feudal soc i ety . Women had 

no opportunity f or education , for they were thought to be dest in ed for 

household activ ities with the consequence that when t h eir husbands 

died, or they were divorced, they h ad no other out l et than to practice 

prostitution. 

In IIAi Idile," Tasfaye Gassassa intends to show that the 
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situation of prostitutes in Ethiopia is even worse than that of slaves, 

for the only thing slaves required was a freedom certificate from 

• I " " Menelik II's bui lding, whereas it is very unlikely that At"taggab will 

ever abandon her degrading profession. The writer compares Atitaggab's 

destiny to a lottery l ot which depends on chance and is obtained 

rarely; 
• I,. ' I 

likew ise, there i s very little probabi lity that At2taggab 

will ever rid herse l f of prostitution. )) 

The urbanization theme is not as common in the short s tory as 

it is in the Ethiopian novels; however, some short stories are based 

on this subject. This i s an attempt to criticize the feudo-bourgeois 

regime by s howing the backwardness of the rural areas with the im-

plication that development was concentrat e d in urban areas. A typical 

short story reflecting the urbanization theme is the s hort story , "Way 
, )'* 

Addis Ababa Way Arada Hoy:" anonymously written. This short story 

is ~rritten in a letter form with the protagonist narrating it in the 

first person. The setting of the story is the former regime. It is 

a realis tic and vivid rendering of a countryman' s reaction to Addis 

Ababa , which he sees for the first time in his life. The chracter 

Awgi~aw finds Addi s so beautiful that he compares it to a heavenly 

city, the domain of saints and angels , not of human beings. Neon and 

electric lights are new to Awgicaw, who had nothing else, but torches 

at home. He wonders whether the mUlti- story buildings are really 

man' s achievement. 

The design of this short ..tory is to reflect the dis orientation 

and frustration experienced· by countrymen confronted with a totally 

ne\'T environment. Countrymen wear the funny IIDabalo, II a maxi-cape 
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made of sheepskin, which is a subject of mockery to the city people. 

Awg ic8W gives us a humorous a ccount of an incident that occurred to 

him in a night-club after he had accepted a blind beggar's offer to 

becom e his guide. He was, thus, ridiculed by an aged man enjoying 

himself with a prostitute in mini-skirt, s omething that appalled 

Awgica wo He comments bitterly saying: 

1'1 1 f!· r'l (!J. W"l q (\ n n I). t 1 <W' fJ) ().6 1'1 e t 'I.' 'c f) e 
M 1'9" fTl qOT(. J 'i t t '1 rb'\- \<. 1'1 'l.'C ¥'to. 1 r, q 1 ~ n 
"1'1 1 t Ql qu 4. ii '1 oqf!-<'.llJ \ (!J. eU 1 I'1 C r)3~ i'\ 
1' 9" V1, 'l.' lU1 n qrK fl.t q'J' f n an C 'l'l :' 

The s e were the shorts Awgi~iw had bought with the meager income he 

sha red with the blind beggar Wubate. 

Rural migrants are deceived when what they actually experience 

in t he towns is different from what they expected . They come in the 

hop e of acquir ing remunerating jobs, or better living condition only 

to f i n d out that the alternative they have is to turn into beggars 

lik e Awgic:al." or into pickpockets. They also resent the suspicion 

the city people reflect towards them. 

This short story is also an atte mpt to show the complete 

isolation of the rural people under the old regimeg This was caused 

by t he lack of communication between the towns and the rural areas. 

There is a humorous touch in the story depicting Awg~cawfs ignorance 

of h i s country ' s history. One day, Awgicaw seized with curiosity 

in quires about the statue of Menelik II's Square asking a gardner 

wheth er that i s not the statue of Ahmad Gra'ii, to which the gardner 

fl us hes water on the countryman s aying that he would immadiately 

cal l the police for the blunder committed. 
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It is amazing to not e that it is the beggar Wubate, who informs 

Awgicaw about the current events in the country. Awgicaw, thus, 

lear ns about the extermination of beggars and loafers who were herded 

at Lambarat in order to keep them out of sight during the African 

delegates' visit to Addis Ababa to which AwgicQW makes a sarcastic 

rema rl< say ing, " )'1>6 t"j 11f" ft 1(,"n- )', eU() ih1-l(l ),nmL(] ~'{L, 

/2'1' ,~'f (lill. (]D ? 'Ie' r-, V1 M il 9" , e (1). r1) t In C e LJ,7,,36 

AwgicBW is a l so informed about the students' role in puttiOg an end 

to this murder done in order to hide the squalid life of the homeless 

p e o p le from the African delegates.. The writer. hereby crit icizes the 

social injustices under the old regime. Addis, with its immoral cit i-

zens and crue l emperor, is thus, compared to the lusty inhabitants of 

Sodam and Gomorrah. 

The writer s trongly condemns the socia l ine quality under the 

fe ud o-capitalist system: 

(]D I).""K n. t a; e f-j 1-1 C -j. ~oo () t"j 1' (1). OIJ OIJC:- ~ ()(I rj 1'(1). 
,Me;":- ~(]D c;" 6)' n. ff(D.c;- ~oo h.~ 1' (1'. </l,It£;- )''' r-, 
e tv 1\.{C ~ao (]!'I(1)., ~ £-LJ'f, 6, t<; ~!'In nrrt, rH t 
n f e f'£- r-, lC <; 3't,£- Q) , 1-I ~n 'i'() , )',£- r-, l C 
(] 3'1' r-, ,00 n () 9" : : 

If this short s tory appears to be a criticism of the former 

reg ime, its major purpose i s to depict the disparity between the 

cities and the rural areas. The people in the cities are compared 

to the Faranjis, and the ladies, Awg~caw tells us , look more like 

the p ictures of the Virgin Mary he was shown in the country. The 

city priests, h e says, are so corrupt that they behave like the phar-

i s eea. In short , the city i s a place where we witness corruption 

and s ocial injustices. 
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The writer has also tried to depict the pshychological confli c t 

rural mi grants are faced with in the towns as they start to hat e the 

backl-lard countryside with its tukul, torch a nd maxi-cape. 

The theme of acculturation is not commonly found in the Ethio-

pian literature , and the only short story which tr eats thi s problem 

" . " , " .",. .. ..., J 8 i s uYa Tabba tasa Fire" by Taddassa Liban in the collection Maskararno 

The story depicts the total assimilation to European culture of the 

young lady Roman, after e iQht years abroad. The writer does not 

expla in th e process of Roman IS aecul turation, and th e only thing ,.,.e 

are told i s tha t she comes back to Ethiopia completely transforme d 

through her contact with European cultureo Her readaptation to 

Ethiopian culture is, therefore, disappointingo This leads Roman 

to break with h e r family, as the story ends. 

In this story, Taddassa Liban treat s a unive rsal problem 

experienced in various degrees by every Afr ican after spend ing 

sev eral years in an environme nt totally differ ent from hi s own g 

Another sub-theme of s ocial criticism found among Ethiopian 

s hort stories is "over-indulgence of the child by par e nts who ar e 

invar iably wealthy," as put forward by Thomas Kane in Ethiopian 

Literature in Amharico These short s tories ar e didactic in that 

they are meant to make the society aware of th e negative effects 

of over-indulgence on the child in making him a use less me mber of 

the s ociety unable to s tand on his own two feet, or a delinque nt. 

Over- indulg e nce i s the subject r aised in P~ulos Nonnots "Makontaw, II 

i n the collection Mi:sqilqil and in Al a mayahu Fat't~nafs lIDur Adariw," 

i n the collection yEt Simmet ~1a's ta",a'to Both writers depict the 

n egativ e effects of ove r-indulgence on th e ir characters. 
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In"McRkontaw," the character M~konin, a boy pampered by his 

wealthy mother grows up to hat e ed ucation. Ins tead, h e wastes his 

time by drinking in night-cLub8 with men who could be hi s fa thers . 

He becomes a difficult boy unable to get along with other people. 

Not infrequently, therefore, i s h e i nvolved in qu a rr e l s , and comes 

back home at night with hi s t ee th knocked out. Being the son of a 

wealthy aristocrat , h e acquires a job in spite o f hi s grade fi v e 

educat iono Over - consumpt i on of alcohol gradually d es truct s Makonin's 

h ealth as he contracts tuberculos iso Aft er his mother's d eath, 

Makon in was tes the inherit e d mon ey so that he cannot afford to pay 

for medical tr eatm e nto He is, nonetheless , adm itted to hos pital free 

of charge , and af t er he i s discharged, s ham e comp e ls him to move to 

a new areao He starts earning his living as a pqrter and years l ater, 

h e dies in a pitiabl e conditiono In this story, the writ er condemns 

the up - bringing o f children i n th e feudal soc i e ty. As shown in the 

story, children were not strictly controlled by their parents. They 

were allowe d to do whatever the y like d so that their character was 

once f or all spoiled. In s hort, the y were unabl e to l ead a construct ive 

li fe . 

' f " , I,. " 
In "Dur Adariw,1I on the oth e r hand, Alamayahu Fattana presents 

over -indulgenc e as the cause for delinquency in the Ethiopian society~ 

Here aga in, we see the character Assafa , who,as a youth,refuses to go 

to schoo l and indulges hims e lf in s t ea ling from his relatives. La t er 

on, as an adult, Assafa i s unable to earn his living ~ He, the refore , 

decides to obtain s h e lter and food by committing al l sorts of little 

crimes . Aft e r sever a l attempts , Ass~fa s ucceeds in mixing himsel f with 

a group of wrong-do e r s passing by. He , thus , replaces a c riminal. To 
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his utter dismay, he rea lizes tha t h e i s a mong c rimina l s awaiting the ir 

trial . Fortunately, As s afa escapes from dea th, and l e arns that the 

outcome of wro ng doing i s not s h e lte r and f ood, but d eath. 

It become s appar en~, th e r e for e , tha t this s hort s tory has a 

so c i a l purpose . The writ e r's a im is t o discoura g e the committing of 

crimes in the soci e ty by s howing the tragic conseque n ces o f d e linque ncy. 

Some short s tori es h a v e b e en writt e n during th e po s t-r e volutioM­

a r y p eriod. These ar e few in number. Some o f th ese s hort s tories 

re f lect the class contradiction be tween the working clas s and the 

bourgeoisie on the one hand, a nd b e tween the peaaQuay a nd the f e udal 

lord~ , on the oth e r hand. Some of these short s tories a ppeared in the 

magazine e ntitled ~, now d e fun c t, whil e oth e r s · have b een i ss ue d in 

the news paper Ye zareyitu Ethiopia , or in the maga z ine Ye k a tit, whic h 

h as s t a rt e d publis hing short stories . 

A short s tory reflecting the struggl e a mon g the working c l as s 

a n d t h e bourgeois i e i s th e s hort s tory entitl ed "Tullu Forsa ,1I an 

a non ymous ly writte n s hort s tory i ssue d in ~ in 1968. In the s tory, 

the c h a racter Tullu i s a r e pres enta tiv e of the oppressed working c lass , 

ana 3 ir Galeb, a repre sentat ive of the exploiting bour g e ois i e . We ar e 

tol d tha t Sir Ga l e b did not posses s a s ingl e cent wh e n he came to 

Ethiop ia. He, however, enriched hims elf l a ter on, by e xploiting pe opl e 

like Tullu, who are employed f or v e ry low wa ges . S ir Ga l e b is now the 

owner of a big macaroni fa c tory and ma ny houses , wh e r e a s Tullu, after 

s i x ye a r s , i s s till a man struggling for s ubs i s tenc e . The writer 

d ep i cts the disparity b e tween th e wor king class and the bourg e oisi e 

by plac ing Tullu in a critl c a l condition : his s on i s ver y ill, a nd 
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Tul l u cannot afford two birr for medica l treatment. 

In the story,. the Labour Union i s pres e nted as the organization 

which strug g l es to safeguard the workers' interes t. It is the Labour 

Union which comes to the rescue of Tullu's s on by advancing a loan of 

twenty birr. 

As reflect ed in the s tory , there i s a conflict betwe e n the 

owners of the means of production like Sir Galeb and the Labour Union, 

which i s s uppos ed to fight for the wroking class. We are told that 

Sir Galeb and his homologues wi s h the Labour Unfon to dissolve be cause 

they think that production has s uffered due to the workers ' continual 

meeting s . Tullu, a s a representative of the working class , pledges 

that he .won't allow the dissolution of the ir ·Union as long as h e i s 

alive. 

The write r of this s hort story is jus tified in showing that the 

work ers will triumph over their" oppress ors through their Union, but 

he also reflects the interes t o f the reactionaries in the Labour 

Union. The Labour Union was mad e up of reactionaries who made the 

semblance of s truggling for the worke r s whe n they actually s trived 

to de f e nd their own selfi s h ends. Thi s is the reason why the C.E.L.U. 

or the Labour Union had to break up . Tullu and the workers, however, 

mistakenly thought that the C.E.L.U. was the workers' organization 

which was ultima t e ly going to triumph ove r the oppress ing bourgeoisie. 

Although thi s short s tory seems to dea l with a univer sa l phenomenon in 

implying that unity i s the vital factor " hich will l ead the working 

class to its ultimate victory over the oppressing minorit y, it actually 

reflects the reactionaries' a tte mpt a t s uppress ing the working class; 
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consequently, the Labour Union had to be rGplaced with the progres-

s ive Trade Uniona. 

The short story entitled, nYa lmmet T'ayQ ~ngurguro"J9 by 

S~lamon Lamma, on the other hand, reflects the bitter struggle 

bet\JTQCn the peas antry and the feudal lord s . The story is r e ndered 

mainly through the narrative method, and the writer presents a 

situation without adding his personal comments~ 

The story begins with Lady T'aye mourning for her son , thG 

" I. I " . , • 
hero Ballata Boggala, who had taken to the forest aftQr murder1ng 

the oppressor Naggadras, a merciless landlord. In the story, the 

past is connected to the present through a flashback. The reader 

is, thus, allowed to witness the conflict be tween N~ggadras and 

the tenant Ato Boggal~, as the latter wao incapable to pay his 

tribute to Naggadras. It was a heartbreaking experience for the 

,. .. , " 
young boy Ballata to see his father live in a miserable condition, 

but he knew that he would one day des troy his father's enemy . When 

• • " ,1 .. 

Balla ta grew up, he took over the tenancy to replace his father. 

It >ras then that he had decided to take revenge on behalf of his 

dead f ather. It appears that th e writer's purpose in writing ~his 

s hor t s tory is to show the rebellion of the pe asantry against the 

feudal lords before the outbreak of the Ethiopian Revolution. 

The condition of peasants after the outbreak of the Re vo-

lution is also depict e d by the wri t er. The h e ro Ballata Boggala 

corne v back home after four years of e x il e , thus, putting an end to 

Lady T 'aye ' ·9 sorrow. We are , thus, s hown that the oppress ion by 

the landlord s haD been put down by the Ethiopian Revolution, and 
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that the peasants have become masters ove r the tracts of land they are 

cultivating. 

In thi s chapter, an attempt has been made to give a bird's 

eye view of the major theme s reflected in the Ethiopian short storieso 

We have seen that religion is not broadly treated by Ethiopian short 

story w'r i ters. It has also been shown that the des ign of the early 

short s tories on love and marriage was to promote fidelity by con­

demp~o vice, and to reflect the cultural aspects of marriage and 

love in the feudal society. The Ethiopian short story writers have 

also attempted to reflect the change in love and marriage that occurreq 

as Dodern views bega~ to emerge in the society. The purpose of the 

s hort stories which deal with social criticism is to reflect the 

social injustices that wer e prevalent in the old regime. It has also 

been n oted that some short stor i es written during the post-revolution­

ary period focus on the victory of the Ethiopian Revolution after a 

bitter struggle between the masses and the feudal minority. 
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CHAPTER II 

A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF SELECTED AMHARIC SHORT STORIES 

The short stories in this chapter have been selected for the 

uniqueness of style that they manifest. The Amharic short stories 

can, thus, be divided into five categories. We distinguish: the 

narrative style, the s lice-of-life style, the confessional style 

and in the fourth category, short stories with a tight plot. In the 

fifth category, we find surprise-ending short stories. 

2.1. The Narrative Style 

In this category of Ethiop i an sbort stories, the literary 

method used to handle the theme or plot is the narrative method, 

as diatinguished from dramatization of the events in the plot. 

Though it i s true to say that every story is a narration, the un-

iqueness of these stories, however, lies in the fact that the vriter 

uses assertion rather than suggesting the theme, or plot through 

action and dialogue. Mark Scharer describes such stories saying 

that "the events are organized only in terms of time, with a simple 

100 
chronological coherence, one thing happening after another ." Mark 

Schorer calls these stories "primitive fiction," for modern fiction 

emphasizes the dramati zation of incidents in the plot, and considers 

both ass ertion and dramatization as a means to carry out the plot. 

Short stories in which the narrative style is used may be narrated 

from the point of view of the protagonist-narrator as in "lr& Sintu 

Allafa"ltl (How Many Things Have Gone Byl) by Abarra Lamma, the short 
, 

story discussed herewith, or by the author-narrator as in the short 
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.. .. ~2 . p' stor y entitled ItQan Iskialf Yalafal, II anonymously wr~ tten.. lot 1n 

thes e stories is a chronological arrangement of events rather than a 

patter n of objective action following the sequence of complication, 

cri s is and solution. Chronology, therefore, fails to crea~e suspense 

" in !lAr a Sintu Allafao!l 
.. 

The writer's intention in tiAra Sintu Allafa" is to show that 

the protagonist-narrator and his family had to face many unpleasant 

situations in their struggle for survival before they were able to 

lead a happy life. The first part of the story consists of child-

hood reminiscences seen at a distance by the narrator, as these are 

I pas sed on to him through his mother. I,e are, thus, told that the 

outbreak of an epidemy had caused the mother to migrate to the town 

with the protagonist after the funerals of her eldest daughter 

dro't'med in a we llo A stress is laid upon the adverse circumstances 

face d b y the narrator and his family, the overall effect of which is 

to convey an atmosphere of tragedyo Later in the story, \lIe are told 

that the protagonist's mother had to live on alms before she could 

mak e hers elf a living by baking bread in a small room shared with 

an old womano Years later, t,.,in s are born dur ing the worst season 

of the year to add to their misery; nonetheless, the family survives 

this distressing condition 0 In the middle of the story, a significant 

incide nt occurs which is to give a different turn to eventso This is 

the accident which occurs to the protagonist on the trip back home 

after h e has joined the military s ervice for some time-o The pro-

tagonist loses one leg, and receives some money a s compensationo He 

is, thus, given ~he opportunity to buy a mill, and to bring an end 
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to the constant suffering of his mother. Some elements in the plot 

seem to be exaggerated, or un~cal is tic~ As the theme in the story 

i s happ iness after trag edy , th e b lind mother is mad e to recover the 

Bight of one eye after t rea tme nt abroad. The protagonist ' s leg is 

replaced with an arti f icial onco To make his happiness complete, 

he i s made to marry a beautiful young lady at the end of the s tory. 

These elements give th e s tory a romantic touch and a tone of sen-

timentality. 

In II~r~ Sintu All~fg,I' the rea der notes the blurring effect 

of characterization; consequently, the mother of the protagonist, 

his brother and his s ister who ilas runaway to the town come 'iith 

the shadow of haziness around them. The stress seems to fallon 

highlight ing the plot and the theme of the story, and we see a very 

extens ively treated narration o f the various incidents with a cum-

ulative effect which is obtained by a chronological piling of events 

and recol lections o 

The narrative techl.': (~ue has enabled the \'/r iter to cover e ... nts 

e vo lv ing over several yearso 
,., ,. .. ., . 

In "Ara Sintu Allafa," the w1"~ter has 

hand led events dating from the b irth of the narrator to his wedding o 

In short stori es where the narrat ive method dominat es , the lack of 

dialogue and action slows down the pace of the s toryo This short 

story rem ir..d s the reader of Sher\.tood And erson ' s "The Eggg" Unlike 

Abirrs L~mma, however, She rwood Anderson combines a bit of dialogue 

to reve al the character of the father in the story. This makes "The 

Egg" more lively. 

In the story, the first person point of view where the "1" 
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is the protagonist - observer - narrator has an advantage in giving 

the s tory a pers onal n a tur e , an a ir of reality, and in allowing th e 

reader to take p art in the s tory, as he is more like ly t o ide ntify 

with the narrato~ and be interasted in what happens to him. The 

protagonist, h 0 1,.,ever , is revealed only through what h e t e lls us 

about him~ Our know l edge about the narrator i s , therefore limitedo 

In the short story " Ara Sintu Allafa," the reader obs e rves 

a unity i n the plot struct ure, a sense of totality derived from a 

story that has a beg inning , a middle and an end , a concentration on 

th e relevant details contr i buting to the overall effect of the story, 

a limitation in the number of character s and an economy of expression. 

In this story, the wr ite r presents a philosophy of life , n a me ly, 

that human beings face obstacles in th e ir struggl e for survival g They 

struggle with nature, o r with dif f icul ties ar i s ing from circumstances 

oU~Gide their controlq As depicted in the story, the writer 1 s out-

look on li fe i s one of optimism" His purpose in wr iting this story 

i s to show that every obstacle faced by human beings is ultima tely 

overcome through perseverancc o 

2.2 . The S} ice-of-Li f~ Style 

The sl ice-of-li fe techn i qu e i s a imed at u tter o bjec tivity in 

r ecording and portraying the phenomena of life~ The writer refrains 

himself from making a n y v a lue judgment very ofteno The s lice -of-life 

styl e focuses on a very limited area of life... Short stor ies in which 

thin literary method is u sed have neith e r a beginning nor an end , for 

the writer's aim lies not in th e presentation of a plot, but on th e 

objective depiction of a given s ituation in lifeq If characters aro 
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precented in the s tory, they are s imply used to r e present ordinary 

individual s in their day-to-day act ivities o 

The s hort s tory ",riter who makes use of the slice - oi-life 

t echnique in Amharic literature i s Ato S~bhat Gabra Igziabher . The 

sUbject-ma tter in Ato Sibhat ' s stories i s derived from daily li fe 

depicte d as s imply as poss ibl e o His c h arac t ers are mostly common 

people speaking an ordinary l a nguag e : talIa se llers , taxi drive rs, 

clerka , s tudents t or c raft s men. He has writt e n " Zar Ka Liguam 

.. , 4 J ,. , 44 .. ,,45 
Y~s3.:bal , 1 "Fras Addas ll and "Elin Dingay Yarakk among others .. 

"Fras Adda~ " is the short story se l ected for discuss ion in this 

chapter. 

The underlying theme in "Fra~ Addas ll (Mattress - Me nd e r) i s 

l eft to the reader ' s interpretation of the storyu The purpose of 

the story i s to teach the young boy Azbit'e, th e son of the mattress-

mender Wandafras, how t o acqu ire audacity and become a d ec i s ive 

person who is proud o f being the son of a toiling mattress-mender 

belonging to the lower s ocia l stratum. Azbi- t }e is, therefore , taught 

how to withstand those who would like to take advantage of h s appar-

ent phys ical , ... eakness , which i s no other than a s ign of infe riority 

complexo Though the unde rlying tone o f the story is serious, it 

seems to be wri t ten primar ily for e nte rt a inme nt purposeo On the sur-

face, "Fras AddE'..s"seems to be a cas ual d escription of a ma ttres s -

mender 's jObo It i s a holiday and Azbi t e is helping his father, 

At o Uandafras .. Azb~tle i s , therefore , ins truct ed how to do the job 

properly. Ato liandafras, who i s also a humorous person, entertains 

his Gon in o rder to re li e v e the monotony of the work~ A comic 



28 

dia l ogue, therefore , e nsues between the father and the son . The pil-

low Azb~te is working on is made to represent the cruel b ig boy 

Makon,;,n , who beat s Azbit'e and the othe r s mall children and snatches 

their poss e s sions. AZbit1e i s told to smash Mal{on in in order to prove 

that he is the brave son of the mattress -mender. As lie note here, 

t he dialogue seems to be a childish conversat ion between father and 

son. The father wants the job to be done well, but he also wishes 

to entertain his son, who i s still a child . The names Azb.i.t/e and 

Wanda f ra§ add a touch of humour to the s tory. Azbi t 'e connotes a 

naive, fOl'lish boy \'Iho i s easily cheated by shrewd peopleo 
.. , 

Wandafras, 

on the other hand, implie s a pr oud bo ld man , who is not afraid to 

challenge his enem i esG But a close a nalysis o f the fo llowing piece 

o f da ilogue h e lps the reader realize the serious me.ning of the s tory, 

for At o Wandafra; ' s d es ire is to teach his son how to rid himse lf of 

his fe ar and indeci s ion: 

"n (fl. \ t ,.., 'Hfl m [' 1 ~ q: t i'i q,' t i'i M ] ~ i'i h Li 1 h " e fr. f t1 
tt ().l n Sri \lot " WJl aK ""00 e1;" (fl. 00 holl 
n ~.Q n .Q n Sil n 'i' r') t1 00 ro, 01 ;f 'fQ.l e \ 'l' ;M : 
n (1'. e U 1 ""00 6 C; ~ t ?t n 1 .Q " lQD f fC"'i' 

tlli'i M2' T 
1 r') .Q fl .Q.. 

~n ?46 

It cppears , therefore , tho t the writer ' s intention in writing this 

s hort s tory i s to convey his message to fa ther s , who h o ve the res-

pons i b ility to teach the ir s ons how to be proud of the ir identities, 

a nd how to ove r c om e the i r fear of men who like to display their 

superiority . 

IIFras Adda'S" i s an ins t a nce of a ma ttress -me nder's job. It, 

the refore, dea l s with a glimpse of ordinary life d ep icting men in 

th e i r da ily activities r ather than with wh a t could sometimes h a ppe n. 

, 
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It is simply an objective presentation of a situation where the author 

doe s not comment on the characters and act iono This con~ributes to 

make the theme subtle a nd c a pable o f numerous poss ible interpretations. 

Like many of Sibhat' s other s tories , "Fra; Addas ll r e minds the 

reader of Al ex La Guma I s "Tile Lemon Orchard t" a short s tory which re­

lates a particular ins tance of social violence in South Africa. Plot 

in this story lacks a tight pattern becaus e it has neither a begin-

ning , nor an endw In liThe Lemon Orcharrl,1I Alex La Guma limits him-

self to the objective presentation of an instance of social injustice 

in South Africa, placing himself at the background of the story rather 

than being the central observer, "Tho present s a si tuation at the same 

time commenting on it~ It is an instance of racial discrimination in 

which a coloured man is arrested in the middle o f the night for being 

rude tow'ard s a white chu rch minister o 

Likewise, the emphasis in Sibhat 1 s shor t stor ies falls on 

ob jectivity. Plot in Sibhat's stories l ack s a tight pattern and 

direction o It fails to convey that s ense of totality the reader will 

notice in s hort s tories ",'{hich have a beginning, a climax full of sus­

pense and a denouement s howing the outcome of a storye 

Characters in "Fras Adda:3:" a s in many of Sibhat 1 s other stories 

are presented to fo rm part of a g iven si tuation, to illustrate, to 

e xpla in a s ituation, and not to control the act ion. The writer is 

not interested in depicting what happens , but to present a situation 

obj ectively. The characters AZb ;i t 'e and \{a ndafras are , therefore, types 

repres e nting other individual s in a similar s ituation. 

The objective p oint o f view' in which the writer in an outside 
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obGerver , who r e port s but does not int e rpret, a llows the r e ader to 

participa t e more in the story.. This point of view' also contributes 

to ma k ing the the me s ubtl e , as the rea de r is not told why characters 

beha v e the way the y do. 

In tlFras Addas ,lI the writer r e fl ec t s a philos ophy of life 

which can be in ferre d f rom the obj ectivity obs e rve d in hi s s hort 

s tor ies . Spe~king a bout his philosophy of life , Sibhat s ays: 

My philosophy is to s e e things as they rea lly are in 
life, and I believe tha t my rol e a s a write r should 
not be to impose my personal philosophy ~? the rea der. 
If I do so, I will fa il to be obj e ctive. 

2. 3 . The Confessional Style 

The confess iona l method of narrntion is one of the styles 

Thoma s Kane h a s dis tinguis hed in Amharic literatureQ Short stories 

in l'rh ich the confess ional s tyle is used are written in a letter form 

with the centra l cha r a cter rela ting the s tory from the first person 

point o f vie wu Mul a tu Gebru i s the s hort s tory writer who h a s used 

this l itera ry te chni que~ " ., rI ' 48 He h a s writt e n "Ya Ka ffa w Abbat ua bdabbe,1I 

a mong oth e r s . 

P lot in these s hort s tories is c a rried mainly through the 
.' 

na rra tive me thode Shift in point of vie w i s used as the s tory may 

open with the introduc tion pres ented by the a uthor. This is what 

we o bserve in uy e. Kaffaw Abba t D~bdabbe ll (The Le tter of a Grieved 

Father ) , f or insta n ce . This i s done in order to e stablish the back-

ground of the storyg Sometimes, howe v e r, th e s tory may ope n with the 

f inal epis ode rela t e d by the a uthor. This happe ns in the case wh e r e 
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the narrator dies with the consequence that he cannot inform the rea d er 

about the outcome of conflict. "Ka Wahni Bet Yat ~gana D;';bdabbe"(The 

Letter .Di scovered in Prison} , or "Ya B~r:iktait Dabdabbe" (Birikta it'g 

Letter) a r e wr it t e n in this wayo After the introduction', or the pre­

sentation of the f ina l episode, fo llows th e letter narra t e d by the 

central character. The narration by the protagonist es t ab lishes the 

caune-and-effect relat ions hip of wha t ha ppens in the story . Though 

the plot has a beginning and an e nd, it i s loose because incidents 

are narrat e d, a nd we don't see that forward movement of action lead­

ing towards a climaxo Ac tion in th ese stories is f or the most part 

mental because charact e r s are revealed mainly through their thoughts. 

The conclusion in the s tory consists of a dvice fo rward e d by the nar ­

rator as a n impetus to promot e good ways of living, a nd to discourage 

vice in the soc i e t y o 

The writer' s aim in uYa Biriktait D~bdabbe" i s to condemn 

parents ' negative att itude towards their inexper i enced daught ers who 

conceive befor e marr iag e in a critical s ta ge of their deve lopme nt, 

that is, ad ol escence o He blames Birikt a it' s parents be caus e he 

feels tha t what has happen ed to the ir d a ught er i s caused by their 

failure to avert their daughter about the da n ger s of sex , on time . 

He fee l s tha t parents h a v e th e responsibility of ins tructing the ir 

daughters about sex whe n the latter reach the age of puberty. This 

s tory i s a l so a warning to a dol escents who might become th e prey 

of d i s honest men \-lho seek only a t empora r y pleasure in their friend­

ship o The w'riter ,thus ,warn s s uch a dolescents tha t they s hould not 

trust every man they might come across with 8 
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fly;;' Biriktait Dabdabbe" ope ns with Biriktait ' s death. We see 

an anx ious fa ther rus h to the hos pital in order to save his dying 

daughter. We are thereby informed of Biriktait' s death on reaching 

the hosp ita l. The denouement of the s tory is,thus,presented by the 

a uthor beca use the narra tor i s d ead, and she cannot tell the reader 

about the final outcome o f her conflict. The opening sentences which 

form p art of the fina l episode arouse suspens e in the reader anxious 

to kn ow the cause of Biriktait's death: 

I'{l C il ;t-£ t tl '1 t t7lGv.n GJ.f'.'l' t AI\.. t , 1\ £ n 1 f H.J tl C 1 
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The cause of Birikt a itts d e ath i s revealed in the confession for-

warded in h er lett e r. She tell s the reader tha t the motive f or h e r 

suicide is h e r f athe r' s blind trus t in his daughter be caus e h e 

believed that Biriktait would never dar e to dishonour h er family by 

conceiving outside marriageo Biriktait was , the refore , placed in 
I 

a d i lemma where she had to choos e between life , or deatho She chose 

death because h er parents were unwilling to accept her conditiono 

Characters in "Ya Biriktait Dabdabbe " ar e types. Biril<tait 

represents all those adolescents wbo conceive before marriage 

becaus e of ignorance and inexperienceo He r father and mother stand 

for parents who might have to face di s honour as their daughters 

become the victims of ignorance about sex and its dangers. In the 
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story, chracterization is subservient to theme, for the writer's 

object ive i s primarily to educate rathe r than to present a plot. 

The character-narrator i s revealed through her thoughts in the 

letter . Her parents are depicte d partly through her reflections, 

and partly by the author, who describes their distres s at the death 

of their daughter. 

nYa Bi:r~ktait nttbdabbe l1 is narrated from the point of view 

of the protagonist. This has an advantage in giving the story an 

air of reality. Shift in point of view occur s to inform the reader 

about the denouement of the story, that is, Biriktait's suicide. 

In this way, the different parts of the story are made to be knit 

together , and to convey a sense of totality. 

lIy"; B~riktait Dabdabbe" ha s a Dacial purpose . It was writ-

ten in revolt against the tradition which considered sex as taboo, 

a nd prevented adolescents from knowin g about sexo Th e writer tries 

to show tha t in a modern s ociety where young ladies do not marry 

at an ear ly age; and are more often exposed to the opposite sex at 

school, or outside their family circles the traditional outlook on 

sex has its own disadvantages e He condemns the parents ' lack of 

understanding and tactfulnes s when the y discover tha t their daughters 

have committed the error of conceiving before marriage . As a matter 

of fac t, the purpos e of this short story is didacti c , and the w.iter 

concludes the s tory with his invaluabl e a dvice forwarded to both 

parents and adolescents through the protagonist-narrator~ 



\ 
2. 4 . Tight Plot 

In the fourth ca t egory, we observe s hor t stories with a tight 

plot though these are very few in number~ The short s tories written 

by Taddassa Lib;;n and Ama r a f1a mmo fall into this category. I s h a ll 

d eal with one of Amar a Ma mma ' s s hort s tories liThe Hammer,1I which I 

think will suffice to make my points clear. 

In short stories with a tight plot , the focus i s on the piling 

up of episodes l eading to a cumulative effect. In "Hadosawll (Th e 

Hammer ), the focus i s on th e pa ttern of events centering on the 

character Frit z >lho has h e lped Luther nail the edicts on ·the door of 

Winterberg ' s church in Germany . The writer magnifies th e characte r 

Fit z because his plot i s conc e rn e d with showing that an une ducated, 

insignif icant man like Frit z can play a vita l rol e in a univers a lly 

recognized even t a s the Reformation. 52 

The s tory begins with a d escription of Fr it z returning home 

after a day ' s work. He find s Luth e r in a dif f iculty because the 

l atter doe s not know wh a t to do in order to n a i l the edicts. The 

intellectual Luther seems to be in a momeht of indecis iono Fritz, 

who has a hammer in the hands , o ffe r s to do the job for Luther. 

This i s the inc ident a round which the plot of the story i s tightly 

wove n . Suspe nse i s achie ved in the s tory as the write r us es the 

t echn i que of fores h a dowing to prepare the reader for the great act 

tha t will be accomplis h ed by Frit z. Th i s i s wha t we observe in the 

dialogue be tween Fritz and the barma n Herr Hofman at the coffee ­

house Lindon: 
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In t.his dialogue , Fritz expresses his motive: his wish to achieve 

something gr eat. A week a ft er h e has nailed the ed i cts, Fritz is 

informed about the sound of the "Hamme r , " wh i ch h as brought about a 

radical change in the church of Europe. Frit z h ears the people 

comment on the Reformationw Some ind i vidua l s are h appy because they 

will not have t o buy their sa l vation by pa ying for the indul gences 

a ny longer . Otnern rejoice because sa l vation is effected through 

54 juo ti f ication by fai th, and not by works. Afte r wha t has happened 

in t he church because of the "Hammer,1I Fritz realizes the solemnity 

of h i s gesture in having offered to help Luther. Frit z i s moved by 

the s i gn ificant e vent , a nd he t e lls his wife Gisella to call his son 

HanG . Fritz's face i s glowing with happiness as he accomp l ishes a 

symbol i c gesture in pres enting the "Hammer" as the s ale inva luable 

property Hans wi l l inhe rit from the common man Fritz. This marks a 

climactic moment in the progression of the plot. The presentation of 

the "Hammer" i s , the refore , a symbol i c gesture of the pass ing on of 

the sp i r it of revolution from one gene ration to the other. After th i s 

act , the s tory ends with a crescendo e f fect .. In giving the "Hammerli to 

Hans , Fritz wis h es Hans to continue the tradition of the common man in 

the participation o f a his torical event~ 

In the s tory , th e fictional chracter Frit z plays an important 
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role~ The writer creates Fritz by moving in and out of the character's 

mind e The writer appears to be the omniscient narrator of the story. 

Besides dialogue and exposition , he uses the "stream of consciousness II 

techni que to reveal Fritz's state of mind. There is a detail in the 

story which depicts Fritz preparing himself to go home after a day of 

hard labour. His forehead is sweating, and he is tired of doing all 

the t'fork by himself. His wish is to hire an assistant to put order 

in the carpenter's shop, but this is something that he cannot do, la 

wiah that will never be fulfilled' as he utters to himself," n 1 'i...I'OJ. 

~OtJeti.l\9o 9";;- l' I (il. : :" 111'1 fi: 6 Hi n ? 1 n ~ 1'': 1'': : : 55 Fritz's 

desire to elevate himself socially is revealed in the already men-

tioned d i alogue between him and the bartender Hofman. Fritz looks 

at his hardened handso This is a symbolic gesture showi ng that if 

the common man cannot contribute to significant events intellectually 

due to his lack of education, he can do this with his hands. Fritz 

is a ful ly developed, individualized character. His psychological 

transformation as a result of his victory at the end is revealed in 

the symbolic act of presenting the IIHammer" to Hans: 

·:1\ 1'·. r, 1'I fi:6 t h illl(Jl n71 ~ n ~'ln(J ·· n r},e tBt nlQ. 
~UI 'lC f\ (jlJ 6..M m~ f/l<N.MIJ-:: IlC 11 nnh I-j<'.. 

9 1 9' r,(\t..! \ {,j ;-' :: ev GD ~i'j ~llf\t 1Cr'j'fll ~'iac'l- M1 
tJ'fll ' hlf:.£;' l"l nnh I-j':' C:Q.t<;"I\ : : ev ~» tilt ao ,Q1'i 
h1"tt 1'<; 1' n&t r'11f;. 1' ,, '1' t "l fJC ti.l'iq:r,t, 1'1'91'11' nQt,.? 
1'1 [)o:: n C '1 1' I OJ. -: n I H.U 1 .1'1'\ l' n \ r, til) q: I). fOJ.~J : £, [)o 1 5 6 
n l'l. nH..li tU] 'C Q.C 1.1' Q.[ i'j III n 1 Q U\ I Ie e (J 0j z;'" (, : : 

liThe Hammerli i s written fr om the point of view of the omni-

scient narrator. Point of view allows the writer to move in and out 

of the character's mind. Characterization in liThe Hammerli forms a 
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part of the general plot pattern of the story because the omniscient-

narrator is guiding and coordinating the activities of his characters 

in such a way that the story becomes a well-plotted analysis of the 

vast repercussions of the Reformation. It i s the artist ' s controlling 

purpose which make s the story tightly knit, and the author seems to 

project the final impress ion of a well-knit plot. 

"The Hammerli has a social purpose" It was written in revolt 

against the traditional belief that Luther is the hero in the Re­

formation. 57 In doing this, the writer tries to show that in great 

his tor ica l events a s ignificant role ma y have been played by the 

common man , but the vital participation of the common man is not 

acknowledged. In making Fritz contribute to the Reformation, the 

writer attempts to s how that both the common man and the educated, 

distinguished person can contribute equally to a historical event" 

2.5. The Surprise-Ending Style 

In s urprise - e nding shor t stor i es , the author a rtistically mis-

leado the reader in such a way tha t the outcome of the story happens 

to be different from the one the reader has been expectingo In this 

way the read e r is surprised a t the end of the story. 
.. 58 

In ":Iwna t , " 

we have an example of an Amharic short story in which Tadd~ss~ Liban 

has successfully u sed the surprise-ending technique. 

In the s hort story "Iwnat," the author attempts to show that 

there are women ,.,ho accept the friendship of men, or marry them just 

for their money. In the story, the character Almaz stands for women 

who care mor e for luxury than for love. In the character Admasu 

Ayy~l~, we recognize those pos~ve-minded men, who blindly trus t every 
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woman only t o r ea li ze at the end that they h a v e f al l e n into a trap _ 

By placing the character Admasu in an awkward situation, the writ e r 

int e nds to s how th a t men should not always trus t women as there a re 

ladies who are not sincere. 

The opening incid e nt is t he circumstnace in whi c h Adma s u 

Ayyal~ makes the acquaintance of Almaz D~misse, th e daught e r of a 

wealthy man. The young people then decide to further s trength e n 

their friend s hip. In It iwna t" as in e very s urprise-ending short 

story, the plot develops through casually mention ed hint s . The 

general public opinion about Almaz's r ea l c harac ter, which Admasu 

fails to b e lieve , i s that s h e is a woman with a bad reputationr 

Ad rnas u' s fri end Uabbaba, on the other h a nd, warn s him that Almaz 

actually loves another man by th e name of T~ssamma. In order to 

prove that Dabb'ab'a's assertion i s true , Admasu i s a dvi sed to watch 

Al maz carefully during th e ball held at h er school. This is a 

moment full of s uspen se in th e progression of the plot. Th e r eader 

is anxious to know whether Admasu i s going to discover th e truth. 

Admasu," however, fails t o see Almaz in the company of T~ssimma, for 

s h e h ad cov ered her fac e for the occa s iono The r eader h e r e by observes 

that the covering of Almaz's fac e is only a te chn i q u e us e d by the 

a uthor to add to the sense of mystery, that is, to contribute to the 

s urprise-endingo Te nsion gradually d ecr eases in the s tory, a nd the 

r e lationship between Almaz and Admasu con tinues o They fix their 

wedding day, but an acc ident compels Almaz to und ergo an operationG 

This i s th e c ircumstance whi c h gives a different turn to ~he events 

in the s tory. After Almaz h as been operated, we are s how"n that 
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Admasu i s a nxious ly waiting for Almaz to recover from the effect of 

the anes theti c wh e n to his dismay, h e h ears Almaz call T~ss~mma. 

The mystery i s now revea l ed .. In " iwn~ t, II Tadd~ss~ Lib~n twists the 

end i ng of the s tory at a point ",h e r e the reader expects the wedding 

of the couple. The chracter Admasu i s at the end bewildered by the 

unexpected turn of e vents .. The s urprise - e nding i n IIfwna tl1 i s , the r e­

f o re a culmination of the hints mentioned casually during the progress 

of t he story. 

Charact e ri zat ion plays a s ignificant rol e in "lwnat" because 

it c o n tribute s to the surprise-ending a nd builds up the sense of con-

flict. Characters in "-lwnat" are revealed through contrast. In the 

story, th e c haracter Admasu Ayyal~ i s f rom a poor family background. 

Almaz, on the other h a nd,i s the spoil e d d a ught e r of a wealthy man. 

Admas u i s a l so one - s ided a nd credulous Q He trus ts Almaz completely, 

and he stubbornly refuses to b e lieve a ny goss ip about Alma z ' s bad 

reputat i on. Almaz , on the other hand, i s s hrewd and takes advantag e 

o f a man s h e thinks will n ever discover the hidden part of h er cha r ac ­

t er o In lIiwnat , 1I both c h aracter s b e h a ve c ons i s tently throughout the 

story. Almaz, f or ins tance , behaves as the idea l wife Admasu i s 

looking for to the end of th e story, until h er actual personality is 

revealed~ One o f the e l emen t s which contribute to the s u c c essful use 

of the s urprise-ending t echni que in "fwna t fl i s , therefore, the con­

s i stency in th e c h a r ac t e rs. Characters in IIlwnat ll are representatives 

of typical men and women in li fe e They are not individua li zed. 

II Iwnat ll i s narrated in the third person, fr om the objective 

point of view. The author s imply reports wha t happen s in the story, 
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and does no t make as ides on the characters or act ion. 

In this s tory, the author seems to be primarily conce rned with 

the e x position of the incidents to give rise to the unde rlying notion 

of s uspense & Th e reader ' s curiosity i s a roused by the gradual pre ­

sentation of the e v ent so Surprise, mystery a nd s usp i c ion seem to 

form the basic e l e me nt s of the s tory, a nd the writer's ma in preocc upa ­

tion appear s to be to acqu a int us with the s ubtlet ies of the riddle 

of life . 

The objective of this chapter i s to d e linea te the major lit­

erary techniques used by Ethiopian short story writers. We have 

dist i nguis h e d the narrative method which e mphasi zes the as s ertion of 

the event s tha t are chronological l y a rranged in the p l ot structure. 

In short s tor i es where the s lice - oi-life t echni que i s used, on the 

other hand, the focus i s on the objective presentation of a s itua­

tion that has neither a beg inning, nor an end . The third method of 

narration used by Ethiopian short story wr iters i s the confessional 

s t yle. The p lot i n these stories cons ists mainly of c onfess ions 

communicated by the protagonist-narrator. Th e background or the 

outcome of the s tory, howe v er , a r e given by the author himBe l f~ We 

also f ind s hort s tories with a tight plot in which the incide nts and 

the act i v ities of the c ha r ac t e r s are coordina ted in s uch a way that 

all the e lements inte r ac t to build a tightly wove n plot. Ethiopian 

s hort s tory writ e r s h ave a l so at tempte d t o a dapt the s urprise-ending 

t echn i qu e o We h a v e seen tha t in these short stories p lot i s wov e n 

a round a mystery r e vea led towards the e nd of the s tory through a 

cu l mi nation of the hints men tioned casually in the progression of 

the plot. 



CHAPTER III 

WHY IS THE SHORT STORY IN ETHIOPIA AN UNEXPLOITED GENRE? 

In this chapter , the writer intends to look into the various 

reasons which are thought to have hindered the development of the 

short story in Ethiopia. 

A careful analysis of the Eth iopi an short stories indicates 

that this genre i s quite an unexploited literary form. Though 

this applies to all literary forms in Eth iopia , it appears more 

obvious in the short story. 

Ninety percent of the Ethiopian population i s uneducated 

with the implication that only ,a minority can have access to 

literature. 

Ethiopia is also a nation where various nationalities 

speaking different languages congregate ; besides, most of the 

languages do not have a written form. For quite a long time, 

therefore, the Amharic language, which was also the literary me­

dium, was the only official l anguage. 

Another hindrance to th e literary development in Ethiopia 

is the shortage of publishing houses. This impli es that a writer 

i s also his own publisher. Publishing is costly; consequently, 

many intellectuals have to abandon their prospect of writing. 

Ethiop ia also lacks professional writers who have a mastery 

of the literary form they are dealing with, and devote their full 

time to their literary work; conse quent.ly, as put forward by 

Thomas Kane: 
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The l ack of te chni ca l s kill on the majority of writers 
in Amh a ri c means that they are few who are aware o f 
the differe nt types o f prose literature c urren t in 
modern literatures , or i f aware , l ack the re~~is ite 

skill or unde r standing n eeded to write them. 

I f t hese various cond itions app ly to a ll lite r ary forms in Ethiopia, 

there are, however , s pecific reasons pertaining to the s hort s tory 

i n particular. 

The writer of this p aper has come across one hundred and 

forty-six s hort stories. As a mat t er of fact , if one is allowed 

to make a rough es tima t e , the number o f Ethiop i an s hort s tories may 

hardly exceed three hundr ed. There are a numbe r of r eas ons which 

exp l a in the present condition of the s h ort story in Ethiopia. 

The short s tory i s only about twenty- fo ur year s old in 

Ethiop i a . Thi s s hows that it i s the las t genre to h a v e e me rg ed in 

th e Eth iopian literary scen e . As mentioned ear lier in the intro-

duction , sour ces indica te that the p ioneer of the Ethiop i an short 

/. " .1 

story , Taddassa Liban pgbli s h e d hi s f irs t collection only in 1949 E.C . 

Taddassa Liban i s one of the few bes t s hort s tory writers together 

with Amara Mamma . The other Ethiopian writers whose works have been 

published arc Ha ila Iyasus Fiqadu, Birhanu Zar ihun, Al amayahu Fattana', 
• J _ _ _ ., " 

F~qre To l ossa , Paulos Nonno and Sibhat Gabra fgziabher. Most of these 

writers , howe ver, s topped writing after p ubli s hing their f irs t col-

le c tions. This indica t es that we l ack profess ional s hort story writers. 

One o f the reasons , therefore , whi ch adve r s ely affec t e d the d eve l opment 

of the s hort story in Ethiopia i s the fact tha t writers are a mateurs 

who are insp ired by the i r read ings of foreign s hort stor i es and lack 

l pre -knowl e dge in writing techni ques . 60 
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Professional writers, howe ver, do not emerge by miracl e . They 

need to be trained~ The only c e nter where educated peopl e may h ave 

the opportunity of being acquainted with the t e chniques of short 

story writing is th e University where students may be offered a pre­

liminary course on the short storY Q This course, however, is not 

intens ive enough to equip them with a thorough kno,.,ledge about the 

med ium that will enable them to write short stories. On the other 

hand , no creative writing workshOp h as b een set up in the University 

or else,,,here to train future young writers who might make of the 

s hort story their future profes s ion. Creating an e nvironment where 

young writers can l earn and grow from the literary point of view 

s hould be the task of the Univers ity. 

Th e lack of writing workshop centers in colleges is not the 

onl y condition which hampered th e formation of profes s ional s hort 

story writ ers in Ethiopia" There are no school maga z ines to publish 

s ome of the works that may be produced by talented students and, thus , 

e ncourage them to write. If the number of short stories i s growing 

in America or elsewhere today, it is becaus e colleges have their own 

publications , and students are invited to contribute short stories. 

Out of the one hundred-and-forty - s ix s hort stor i es I came 

across in my reading s , only a v ery limited number can be said to 

ful~il the re quire ments of the s hort story. Being a recent literary 

gen~e , the short s tory i s not familiar to the Ethiopian public. It 

is not s urprising, th e r e for e , that the t e chnique of short story writ­

ing be unknown in Ethiopia. The bulk of Ethiopian s hort s tories con­

s i ntz , as a result , of badly written lit e rary pieces. 



The method of n arra tion applied in s ome of the s hort s tories 

is that of telling rather than s howing, which i s the tra ditional 

method of s tory-t e lling. As s hown in the second chapter under "A 

Critical Analysis of Selected Amharic Short Stories," the narra tive 

method gives th ese s tories the impr ess ion of accumulated facts 

rather than dynamic s hort s tories . As depicted in the s hort story 

" If ., II 

!l Ara S intu Allafa,1I the n arrat ive method e nables the write r to trace 

the characters through va rious stages in their life. The des ign iry 

u s i ng the narrative s tyle might b e an attempt to satisfy the need 

of the general Ethiopian public whose tende ncy i s to despise stories 

which give the impression o f being incomplete unless they dea l with 

a long s tory giving a full picture of th e different aspec t s in the 

li fe of characters. These short s tories , however, lack something, 

for 11 . 0 • the mere retelling of an interest ing physica l event i s 

straQgely unsatisfying ••• because~ the writer s ticks to only the 

facts-he may fai l to generate suspense QO. 0 In s hort , he uses no 

t •,61 I . ar • n other word s , s u c h stories are unref~nedQ 

We a l so distinguish short s tories which are anecdota l with 

litt le or no plot. Charac t ers in these s tories are not tr eated in 

depth. These are the product of writ e r s who, for the mos t part , 

h a v e very little knowledge a bout th e s hort s tory. They de a l with 

a s i ng le incident whi ch has no beginning nor end e Their setting i s 

very l imit ed , a nd th ey l ack details exp l a ining th e behaviour of 

charact ers . 

Some of the short stories the reader encounters are s imp ly 

sketches about a given s ituation or a character. These are "0 •• a 
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static description of a character or a place or whatever .. !! Nothing 

h appens in th e s e s hort s tori es as the outcome of the conflict is not 

revealed e A s ituation is presented in thes e s ketches, but it i s used 

by t he writer as an illus tration of an idea, or a message the writer 

wishes to impart to the r eader. Because these short stories are a 

s tati c description of a character or a situat ion, the character does 

not change as he would do i n a dynamic s hort story. To cite some 

• 63 ( e xamples , the shor t s tory entitled "Sigiibgibu Naggade" The Greedy 

) , .... ..' ,,61,( Herchant or 'Yan Ya Oas ta lh nc Uyya\;" To the one who would have 

tasted that source of joy), both by Wubisat Alamu, are written in 

thiz way. These are in reality sketches although the writer calls 

t hem shor t stori es .. 

"Sigibg ibu Naggade ll illus trates a greedy merchant name d Ate Zig 

Ate Zi is worried because his accounts show that h e has not made a 

maximum profit q His wifo , however , reproaches him saying that his 

anx i ety is unreasonable given that his present wealth would enable 

him to l ive for thirty-five years without having to labour hard. She 

further adds that his profit is unjus tly obtained by exploiting his 

cuatomers . The dialogue betwee n Ato Z i and his wife, and that between 

Ato Zi and his daughte r is used t o s how how stingy Ato Zi is. Nothing 

elDe happens in the story , and the s ituation i s used mer e ly to illus -

trate a greedy merchant, blinde d by love o f money . This s hort story 

l ack" pattern, for it i s a sketch. No change i s effected in Ato Zi 

because he is at the end of the story the same character h e was at 

the beginning. The writ er has used the s ituation to criticize those 

merchants who dis hones tly exploit the ir customers. The form s uffers 



in this short story, and it appears that the writer has given priority 

to the theme, the message of the s tory. 

Similarly , the short story entitled IIYan Ya DEista Min'C' Layyawll 

is also a static description of the situation after the Ethiopian 

Revolution. It depicts the rebirth of the countryside through the 

hard labour of the peasants, who are now liberatQd from the subj UGation 

by the ir feudal lords. 

The writer's purpose is here to criticize the oppression of the 

masseD under the former regime , and to appraise the value o f work as 

the sole means to rid the country of the evils that resulted from the 

feudo-capitalist sys t em. 

What the writer here calls a short story is simply a descrip­

tive presentation of a situation . Characters are s imply used as a 

tool to convey the writer's thoughts, but no change occurs in them 

as a result of what happe ns because "Yan Ya Dasta Min'C'Layys.w" is 

not a dynamic story. We Bee two young peasants enjoying the idyllic 

countryside. The youth of the peasants is blended with the exuberant 

veg e tation of the countryside. They are overjoyed to see the fruit 

of the ir toil. 

The writer uses an ex~gg$rated pompous language in order to 

impress the reader. The golden mattock is presented as the key to 

land resources. Tradition and pride, he says, are the outcome of 

laziness , which he compares to a throw up of the intestinal content, 

nya. Anjat L.ibaqo" The sky , on the other hand, i s compared to a blue 

ocean , IISamayawi Wiqianos .. " At times , there is a tendency in the 

writer to appear poetic. He, thus, compares tho two peasants to 
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moving flower s , liLa Sifraw Yaminqasaqaau Ababoc." 

In spite of the pompous language, this short story fails to 

movo the reader, f or it is not a dynamic s tory full of action~ If 

characters a re use d as ShOl'ln in both stories , they are simply made to 

utter tho writer's thought s , a nd not to reveal their tranaformation 

as a reault of what happens. Con sequently, both "Sigi-bgibu Naggade" 

and "Yan Ya Dast a Min::' Layyawllare sketches in '''hieh a aituatic;>n i s 

des cribed in order to illustrate an idea of the writer. 

All the ins tances mentioned earlier show that the short story 

is only at ita beginning stage in Ethiopia. This explains why most 

of the shor t stor i es lack technical refinement. Speaking about the 

situation of the short story in Ethiopia today, Ato Amara Mammo says: 

" ••• But generally spenking the form suffers o The content is sub­

st£l.l1.tiEl.l, but the techni que is unrefinod OGO The writers do not 

seem to h a ve mastered the technique of s hort story writingo,, 65 He 

goeD on to say that many short stories are rejected by publishing 

houses because they are not well written. Ata Amara Mammo ' s view 

i s also shared by Ato pkulos ~onno, who asserts that the Ethiopian 

short stories lack technical refinement. 66 If we don't find many 

short stor i es in Ethiopia today, it is because the short story is not 

familiar to Ethiopian writers, who still have a lot to learn about 

this Ilew literary medium if they are to meet the demands of the re­

ading public • 

If we compare the condition o f the short story to that of 

drama and poetry , poems a nd plays seem to be more abundantly pro­

duced. Th is io because the Ethiopian society i s better acquainted 
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with poems and plays, consequently, writers prefer to exploit these 

liter ary forms which they think find acceptance in Ethiopia. 

Poems can be recited to the audience, that is, they need not 

necessarily be published; likewise, plays are designed to be enacted 

in front of an audience. In other words, a playwright may not neces-

sarily be involved in the trouble of publishing his plays. 

Plays and poems are accessible to every type of audience 

endot<ed with the ability to see and hear. The short story , on the 

other hand , cannot reach those who are unable to read, for one can­

not visualize t~e incidents in a short story unless one reads ita 

The ohort story, which is a more concentrated form, requires that 

the reader have the discipline and the habit of reading short stor i es 

which would otherwise be a bore. 

The playwright Tas£aye Gassassa points out that publ i shing 

short s tories is not as financially rewarding as publishing Plays.67 

As poems and plays are older genres in Ethiopia, they are more readily 

accep ted by the society for whom the short story is unfamiliar. 

Another important factor which affected the development of 

the nhor t story in Ethiopia is the negative traditional concept held 

aga.inst the short story. Like trans l ation work , short story writing 

was not considered a s a literary contribu tiono Translated works 

were looked dot<n on by the Ethiopian society, which maintained that 

such \'Iorks were not original literary productions. The short story 

was, likewise, not considere d as a s ignificant literary work. It 

was viewed as a story that the writer h a d failed to complete. This, 

ho,""ever, seems to be a universa l phenomenon, for in An Introduction to 

Literature , Mary Rohrberger and her other coll eag ues assert that "For 



a long time the s hort story was assigned a s om e what inferior s tatus, 

being popularly t hought o f as Borne little piece an author tossed off 

between productions A.8
11 6B 

Many Ethiopian readers think, likewise, that the short story 

i s an incompl e t e work of art tha t fa ils to satisfy the reader's 

ne eds . Writers, on the other hand , feel that "they can ' t say all 

they have to say or express thems e lves in a short story the way 

th . 1 . f l' l' ,,69 ey c a n 1n a nove or a p1ece 0 persona Journa 13m. This 

ind ica tes that writers need to unders tand the nature of the short 

story before th e y can produce interes ting short stories that will 

satinfy the r e ade r s D Both readers and writers , therefore, have to 

rid the mse lves of the mista ken traditional notion that the short 

story is an inc omplete literary work. The traditional wrong attitude 

held agains t the s hort s tory has , consequently, hindere d many writers 

from discovering the use f ul qualities of the short s torYD 

A book was traditionally c ons idered in Ethiopi a as a work 

rend ered with perfection and containing s tories which enfold the dif-

ferent aspects of the society; consequently, a literary piece trea t-

ing on ly a f ragm e nt of life wa s not viewed a s a literary achievement. 

Failure to see tha t the s hort s tory is a complete work of art has , 

there f ore, affected the deve lopment of this r ecent literary me dium 

in Eth iopia . 

No effort was made by the mass - med ia and the Mini s try of 

Culture to c ounteract this tra ditional concept against the short 

story. A regular transmission of interes ting s hort s tor ies could 

h ave helped the soc iety to familiarize itself with this new and 
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dynamic form . Measures s hould, therefore, be taken to help the society 

develop an interes t in the short story if we want the s hort story to 

f lourish in Ethiopia& 

The short s tory could not flourish as wel l as the other literary 

forme in Ethiopia because it was a n unfamiliar literary form, and lacked 

dema nd in the s ociety. Commercial opportunity is one of the prere-

quisiten for the development of a literary form within a give n country. 

If the deve l opment of the short story was enhanced allover the 

world during tho twentieth century, tris was because there was a great 

demand for it. 
i 

John Hadfield, for instance, mentions that "by the 

beginning o f the twentieth century , the refore , commercial op~ortunity 

and the development of fictional techni que had conspired to give ex­

ceptional encouragement to the short story."?O John Hadfield sub-

s tantiates his view with Sommerset Ma ughamfs that no form of art i s 

produced unless there is a demand for ito 

Like John Hadfield and So~nerset Maugham, Tasfaye Gassasss ' s 

opin ion is that a l i tera ry for m i s exploited when there i s a demand 

for it.?l He , therefor e , attribu tes the shortage of s hort stories 

in Ethiopia to the lack of a marke t to buy the works produced by a 

writer. The fact r ema ins that a writer i s induce d to writ e s hort 

s tories only if h e i s certain tha t there will be r eaders to buy his 

literary pieces. Due to the s hortage of publishing houses, a writer 

is oft en his own publisher. Publishing is costly; consequently, a 

writer will not dare to spend a considerable amount of money on some-

thing that will not bring about financial rewa rds. 

There is no doubt tha t the traditional bias against the s hort 
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story has put a pressure on the publishers, who arc inclined to refuse 

a literary piece if they think that it will not be readily accepted by 

the soc iety. Before publishing any material, publishers have to assure 

thems elve s whether it will sell or not; in other words, they have to 

predict the reaction of the readers towards a certain work of art. It 

then Doems logical to assume that publishers , who would not like to 

incur any financ i al loss, do not give e qual importance to the short 

story as they do to the novel, for they know that a short story will 
I 

find little acceptance in the society. Many Ethiopian writers, there-

fore , avoid the short s tory because they say it is an extrn~cly de-

manding genre which brings very little financial rewards to the writer. 

One important factor which also hindered the development of 

the short story in Ethiopia is the shortage of magazines and news-

papers that would buy short stofies from writers and) thus , encourage 

them to write. Nowadays, the J nly magazines that p ublish short 

stories are Yekatit and S'aday. There is only one newspaper which 

publishes short stories , YezarQyitu Ethiopiao 

If we look at the condition of the short story during the 

second half of the nineteenth century a nd beginning of the twentieth 

century in the world, it is the availability, in the number, of maga-

zines and newspaper s that enhanced the development of the short story. 

The short story became a necessary commodity during the twentieth 

century world because newspapers and magazines published them in great 

numbers. As noted by John Hadfield in the book entitled Modern Short 

Stories, Sommerset Ma ugham contends that if newspapers and magazines 

did not publish s hort stories , they would not have been written . 72 
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In other words, the availability of newspapers and magazines is of 

paramount importance to the development of the short s tory within a 

given country. 

Ato Dababa Seifu of the Addis Ababa Univers ity a ttributes the 

shortage of s hort stories in Ethiopia to the lack of magazines and 

nel'l8papers to publish them. He says , " ...... Another hindrance to the 

development of the short story in Ethiopia is that there are no maga-

·'73 z inec to encourage people to writ e short storie8~. This view is 

also shared by Ato Sibhat Gabra 19 z iabhe r, who says that the c on-

dition which favoured the development of the short s tory in England, 

in France and in the United States was the abundance of magazines. 74 

As a matter of fact, the development of the short story in Ethiopia 

haD been hampered because the condition itse lf was not conduci~e to 

short story writing, na.mely, the shortage of n e wspapers and magazines 

to buy the short stories as a co~nodity for the market. 

Speak ing about the condition of the short s tory in Eth iopia , 

Ato Paulos "No"nna says that the sbortage of short stories is 8ls_0 

caused by th e nature of the short story itse lf which, h e says, i s 

a diff icult genre. 75 This refers to the intricate structure of the 

short story which limits our amateur writers, who lack a thorough 

kno\trledge about the form. 'fhe s hort s tory is a demanding genre. 

F irst of al l, the l ength of the short s tory, whi ch s hould not 

e x ceed fifteen thousand words, limits a writer who, unless very well 

acquainted with this genre, t hinks tha t he Gannot say all, he would 

like to say within this limit. It i s not only the length of the short 

story which limits writers, but also the fact that it cannot deal with 
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more than one major incident or aspect of life he would like to depict. 

Rust Hills comments on this major aspect of the short story saying that 

" No writer can expect to celebrate his friends, destroy his 

enemies, push his predelictions and prejudices, air his grievances, 

propound his theori es o f sociology or psychology or politics or re­

,,79 ... ligion or whatever-all in one short story In other words, what 

Rust Hills implies is that the limitation of space in the short story 

compels a writer to select the particular moment of time he would like 

to depict, and this requires discipline and skill. 

The short story is a compact literary form which is not easily 

manageable in the hands of our amateur writers who lack the training 

in the genre. Choosing the particular moment of time the writer 

would like to reflect in hi s work is not the only requirement. Another 

essential prerequisite i s careful planning on how best he can render it. 

Narrative skill i s , therefore , required from the writer, for 1Ig •• 

Un like the novelist, the short story writer cannot rely on the cumula-

tive effect of chapter after chapter A s hort story writer can-

not simply content himself with reporting the particular event in which 

he is interested. He must arrange the major episode into a plot the 

various parts of which should fit together to create harmony, for the 

attractiveness of th e short story emanates from this harmony. The 

short story writer cannot afford to include superfluous elements in 

his literary piece; consequently, ° •• 0 his writing must be more taut, 

. . ,,78 T' h . h1ghly charged and r1gorously controlled~ h1s, owever, 15 an 

exact ing task for our inexperienced writers who lack a mastery of the 

genreo Condensation is, therefore, one of the essentials of short 



story l<r iting. While condensing his material , the writer should be 

careful not to make the story appear incomplete by over-pruning of 

sign i f icant details . The plot should be woven in nuch a way that 

every element in the story s hould help the writer to bring out the 

s ingle effec t he wis he s to impart t ~ the reader. 

A writer can s uccessfully achieve the single effect only if 

he has controlled his thoughts in such a way that he has stuck to 

the significant details. The single e ffect is the element Edgar 

Allan Poe stressed in the short story. It is this element which 

g iven the short story the appearance of a finished work Of art. If 

a shor t story l acks this essent ial quality, it will fail to sat isfy 

the reader~ This is one of the reasons why many readers believe 

tha t the short story i s an unsatisfying literary piece. In the book 

entitled Great British Short Stories , Edward and Elizabeth Huberman 

aszert , "00. But to s uccee d as a work of art, it cannot se em broken 

off , incomplet e ; it must g ive the impres s ion of a whole, rounde d and 

finiohed; tha t moment of time in which th~ characters move must illumi­

nate their lives .,,79 Unity i s , therefore, a vital quality that short 

story ~~ iters shObld achieve in their works. 

Diff iculty is a l so involve d in delineating characters in a 

short s tory. The details about the characters must be revealing 

in spite of the limitation of length i n a short story. Hany writers , 

however , mistakenly believe that characters cannot be f ully developed 

in a short s tory ~ The illumination of the characters ' lives depends, 

however, on how se lective writers are in provid i ng the s i gni f icant 

details. 
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The short s tory i s , therefore, a cO lDplex literary form requir­

ing a discipline and d eep knowledge about the form. Many of our 

writers, however, lack thes e qualitieso We can, therefore, assume 

that one of the factors which limited the number of Ethiopian s hort 

stories is th e elaborate structural organization of the short storY1 

which i s be yond the c apac ity o f our a·mateur w-riters. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The objective of this research work is to introduce the Ethiop­

ian short s tory to the public by highlighting some of it s major charac­

t e ris tics. Although the s hort s tory is about one hundred and twenty­

five years old, it was introduced to Ethiopia only during the nineteen 

fifties. Therefore, this literary medium is unexploited , and little 

kno\m to the Ethiopian society. 

Being an elaborate literary form, the short s tory is said to 

be the most demanding genre. Its scope is limited to the presentation 

of a situation centering around a major incident and a few characters. 

If writers avoid the short story, it is either be cause they think 

that its length prevents them from exploring the different aspects 

of life , or because it is a difficult g e nre. 

The themes reflected in the Ethiopian short stories mirror the 

Ethiopian soc iety through its various stages of dial ectical develop­

mento Generally speaking, religion is not emphasized in Ethiopian 

s hort storieso The early short s tories reflect the traditional aspect 

of love and marriage in the feudal society. Young people were under 

the s trict control of parents in matters concerning love and marriage. 

We also observe that as time went on, young people began to be liber­

ated fr om the restraining traditions of the feudal set up. The main 

emphasis in Ethiopian short s tories is on s ocial criticism, that i s , 

the c r iticism of the old regime and the s ocial injustices that re­

sulted from the feudo-capitalist system, namely, nepo·tism, slavery, 

prost itution and urbanization problems q Post-revolutionary short 

stories reflect the victory of the Ethiopian Revolution through clas s 
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str ug g l e between the working class and the bourgeois minority. If 

love and marriage somet imes a ppear as dominant themes , t hey a r e 

t reated with a new r e volutionary ins ight; the feudal se tting is no 

longer the r e to control the lovers . 

Though the Ethiop i an shor t s tory i s only at a n early stage, 

writers who have been influe nced by for e ign literature ha v e a ttempted 

to adap t s ome of the literary techniques used by foreign writers 

such a s the s li ce - of-li fe t e chni que or the s urprise - ending t echnique. 

Some short s tor i es on t he other hand, follow the s tyle of primitve 

fiction with an e mphas i s on th e narrative method. Common also a mong 

Eth i op i an s hort s tories i s the confessional styl e ~ In the confess iona l 

s t yle , the n arrative by the central c haracter i s present ed in the f orm 

of a l e tter containing the con f essions of the na rrator. We have also 

distinguishe d short s tories with a tight p lot though they are not 

numerous 0 

It has been s hown that the shor t s tory i s the l east exploited 

gen~G in Ethiop i a , and tha t writers do not appear to be f ull y fami liar 

with its requirements . We h ave seen that the trad itiona l bias aga ins t 

the short s tory has been a hindrance t o both writers a nd publishers 

whos e tendency i s to r eject a literary work which i s not a s ource o f 

income . F i nally, the conditions have not fav oured the deve lopmen t of 

the short story in Ethiopia where magaz i nes a nd n ewspapers are l acklag. 



RECOMMENDAT IONS 

The s hort s tory i s an unexp loit ed genr e i n Ethiopia ; conse­

quently , t he magni tude of this problem s hould be s tudi ed , and me ­

asures should be take n to create a fa vourable c ondition for it s 

d evel opm e nt. 

An intensive course on the s h ort story s hould be offered a t 

the Univ e r s ity. This c ourse s hould be s uppl e me nt e d by extramural 

activities in which young writers s hould be engag~do Therefore, a 

writing workshop center s hould b e estab lis hed, and the p roper environ­

ment s hould be created for the formation of f uture short s tory writ ers . 

I nitiat ing publications of literary mag az ines and encourag ing young 

writers to produce short stories is an urg ent tas k. 

Steps should a l so be t aken to dea l with the traditional bias 

o f the soc i e ty t owards the s hort s t ory. The el i mination of this 

bias requires the jo int effort of the Minis try of Information a nd 

Nat ional Guidance and the Minis try of Culture and Sports i n the pre­

p aration of short s tory reading program~es through the mas s -med i a . 

The transl a tion of we ll-known fore i gn s hort s tories s hould 

a l s o be e n couraged in order to help th e soc i ety r ea li ze th e power 

o f the s hort story . 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview with AtD Tasfaye Gassassa
80 

INTERVIEWER: What is the theme in the s hort story entitl ed , 

"Ai rd ·:i:l e"? 

ATO TASFAYE : In the short story e ntitl e d, "Ai -Id-i-le", I have tri ed 

to s h ow the colour prejudice that existed in the feudal society. I 

have also tried to depict the mutual sympathy that ex ists b etween 

people wh o belong to th e lower soc i a l stratum. Being h erself looked 

down upon by the society , th e prostitute Atitaggab cannot refus e the 

client Awka~o Irporu, a dark-skinned boy_ Awkaso Irporu pays Atitaggab's 

seryi ce with a lottery ticket because h e is broke. This detail is used 

to who that it is improbable whether Atitaggab will ever get rid of 

her present h a t ed occupation as it is improbable whether she will 

e v er win the lot. 

INTERV IEWER: What is the theme in the story entitled , IIRabu"? 

ATO TASFAYE: This story is an examp l e of platonic love. Aklila 
, 

fails to win Sige because he never demonstrated his love outwardly. 

In the 1940's , when co - educat ion was not common , the relationship 

between boys and g irl s was cond emned by th e society; consequently, 

love was not something we ll-known to young men and women, who were 

not yet liberated in this respect. 

INTERV IEWER: What is the theme in tlMabratu Sitafa ll ? 

ATO TASFAYE: This is another instance of platon i c love. Mabratu 

fails to win Maqdas because he is too timid to approach h e r. Later 

on, he goes abroad for education where he meets a Jewish lady; how-
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ever , h e once again fails in his attempt to win the l o ve of a l ady 

for the same reaBon~ In this s tory, we also notice the effect of 

bourgeois e duca tion on the individual. Mabratu put a n e nd to his 

desperate life because h~ was not able to make up for his emotional 

fn i l ure o The influe nce of bourg e ois e duca tion is s uch tha t it does 

not e nabl e the individua l to be pra ctical and r ealistic. Inste ad, 

it led Mabra tu to was te his life in da ydreams about a lady he could 

never win. 

INTERVIEWER: 
." , 

Wh a t i s the the me in "Ya Immete Cinina Ya Makinawa 

Anjatil? 

" ATO TASFAYE: This is the s tory of a slave-boy, Louis Darato, who 

resent s the emotional cha nge manifested towards him by his mas ters 

after a baby i s born to the m, for Louis us e d to be p amper e d by his 

ma •• oro prior to the birth of Mammus o Louis, the refore, concludes 

that his mas t ers never loved him in the real sens e of the word. This 

l eads to his frustration and e v e ntual madness. And in a moment of 

temporary ma dn ess t h e murders a p o s tman, the owner of a car because 

the car, a man-made object, r em inds Loui s of the a rtificial love his 

masters used to manifest towards him. 

INTERVIEWER: IYh a t i s mor e appealing to you, drama or the short 

s tory? 

ATO TASF AYE : Dr ama i s mor e appealing to me , a nd I h a ve written many 

plays. There is also th e question of which genre fits best for a 

certain theme; besides, drama brings f ina ncia l rewards, it is a source 

of income whereas s hort s tories are l ess rewarding financially. 
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I NTERVIEWER: It i s sa id that the s hort story i s an unexploited 

genre in Ethiopia. How far i s this true? What do you think the 

reas ons for this are? 

ATO TASFAYE: The s hort s tory i s not the only unexploited genre. 

Thia applies to th e other genres too. The s hort story i s an 

une:l{ploi ted genre.. This i s something r e l ated to the economic 

and educational l evel of th e s ociety. A litera ry type becomes 

exploited when there i s a demand for it. There is a wides pread 

illiteracy in Eth iopia; therefore, a limited number of readers . 

There is also the financial ques tion: publishing short s tories 

is no t as rewarding as publis hing plays . 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview with Ato Dababa Seifu81 

INTERV IEWER: What do you think are the general themes reflected in 

the Ethiopian short stories? 

ATO DABABA: A.to AlSlI.ra Mamma's short stories are based on religion _ 

Sibhat Gabra Igziabher's short stories, ~hich are sophisticated, 

are based on religion, marriage, prostitution and social inequality_ 

In "Mabratu Sitafa", Tasfaye Gassassa treats the case of an educated 

young man who becomes useless,_ and his end is tragic. In one of his 

short stories , Taddassa Lib~n depicts the alienation of an educated 

young lady resulting from contact with Western civilization. 

INTERVIEWER: Under what socio-political context did the short story 

start in Ethiopia? 

ATO DABABA: The short story was introduced in Ethiopia during a 

period when civilization was becoming widespread, and the old social 

values were beginning to be r ep ~aced with new ones. 

::', 

INTERVIEWER: It is said that the short story is an unexploited gen~. 

in Ethiopia. How far true is this? If so, what could be the pos-

sible reasons? 

" '. ATO DABABA: It is true to say that the short story is an unexploited 

literary type in Ethiopia. This is because the short story is the 

last genre to have been introduced in Ethiopia. The short story was 

not considered as an important genre; bes ides, the public is not 

familiar with short stories. There are no publishing houses in 
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Ethiopia, and very often , a writer i s his own publisherg This. of 

course , involves him in heavy de bt s ... Another hindrance to the deve-

lopment of the s hort s tory in Ethiopia i s tha t there ar e no magazines 

to encourage p e opl e to write. 

INTERV IEWER: \fu a t will the c ont ent of Ethiopia n s hort s tories be 

a f ter the Revolution? 

. , ;' I ' 

ATO DABABA: As depict ed in the short story entitled, "Tullu Forsa," 

written in 19loiS,the Eth iopian s hort s tories writte n after the Re-

volu tion will reflect the economy and c ulture of the proleta riat 

class. 
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APPENDIX C 

.. ., 82 
Intervlew wlth Ate Amara Mamma 

INTERVIEWER : What is the theme reflected in the short story entitled, 

"Madosaw"? 

ATO AMARA: Th i s short story was written for an international com-

petition. The winners were myself and a South African. T~e setting 

of "Madosaw," is Germany _ This short story i s based on the Reform -

ation. The principal characters are Luther and a carpenter, who is 

a fictional character. My aim in introducing the carpenter, Fritz, 

in the story is to show that it is not on ly a renown person like 

Luther, who can take part in a historical event, but also an unknown 

and uneducated carpenter. This story wa s written in revolt against 

the traditional conception of Luther , the hero. In this story, Luther 

would not have become famous for his edicts if it were not for the 

carpenter, Fritz, who helped Luther hang the edicts at the church door. 

INTERVIE\~R: What is the theme reflected in the short story, 

"Ya Iwnat Bi lli e'ita"? 

ATO AMARA : This short story reflects the conflict between the 

traditional christian religion and the new evange lical faith in 

Ethiopia. The character, Kabbada, is converted to the new religione 

His wife, however, who believes that there is no other true religion 

than the orthodox faith entreats him to come back to the old faith. 

She fails to understand Kabb~da's deed. One day, however as she 

perceives Kabbada i n the prison compound , she is amazed by the hap-

piness reflected in her husband~ Therefore, she wonders whether 



72 

Kabbada does not have the truth in him. 

INTERV IEWER: What i s the theme iG th e short story entitled IIY;;' 

Qa 1 iC8W Kaddami"? 

ATO AMARA: I wrot e this short story a s an attempt to d epict the 

conflict betwee n the traditional belief in witchcraft and the ne w 

miss ionary r e ligionu 

INTERVIEWER: Your s hort stories are good from the technical point 

of view. Do you think that the Ethiopian short stories fulfil the 

requirements of the short s tory? 

" 
ATO AMARA : Taddassa Liban's s hort s torie s are good short stories. 

Sibhat Gabra Igziabher has his own method of writing. His short 

stories a re r a ther tales .. piaulos 'Norulo has al s o written good short 

stories. But generally speaking, the f orm suffers. Although the 

content i s substant i al , mos t o f the Ethiopian s hort s tories l a ck 

a plat o The writers do not seem to have mastered the t echni que of 

short story writing. 

INTERV IEWER: It i s generally believed tha t th e short s tory i s an 

unexp loited genre in Ethiopia. How far a pplicable i s this s tateme nt 

regarding the Ethiopian short s tories? lfua t do you think the reasons 

are? 

ATO AMARA: The short s tory i s an unexploited genre in Ethiopia 

because it was introduced only recently, and writers are not familiar 

", ith this literary type. Many pieces of s hort s tories come to us, 

but these are rejected because th ey a r e not we ll-writt en. To say 

that the lack of s hort stories is due to the shortage o f publishing 
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hous es is wrong, A good short story sho uld have a style that attracts 

the reador. Ethiopians do like to read s tories based on their country 

and tradition. There i s no doubt, therefore, that if there were good 

short stories , there would be a large market. 

hnother reason why the s hort story is unfamiliar is that high-

school students are not encouraged to read and analyze short stories. 

It is only at the university level that they a r e introduced to the 

short story. 

INTERVIEWER : What do you think the content of the Ethiopian short 

stories will be in the future: 

. 
ATO AMARA: The Ethiopian short stories in the future will be based 

on the Revol~tion . 
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APPENDIX D 

, ~. _ _ 8) 
Interview with Ato Paulos Nonno 

INTERVI EWER: What i s the theme refle cted in your s hort story 

entitl e d " Mato Shih Birr "? 

, 
ATO PAULOS: Ma ny p e opl e say that i f they win 100 , 000 dollars at 

a lottery, th ey will do s uch and s uch things. At the time this 

s tory was written, a lot was wor th 100,000 birr. The other aspect 

of the story i s that time came when the traditional concept o f 

blood c ould be r ep l aced with money so tha t money became a means of 

soc ial advancement o 

INTERV IEWER: Humour seems to be th e domina nt char.ac t e ris tic in 

your shor t stories . What do you think is th e role of humour in 

short s tori es? 

ATO PAULOS : A good f ictional writing s hould incorpora t e thr e e 

thingsl o t herwise , it cannot be ca lle d a good writing. The s tyl e 

should be good, it should edu c a t e , and finnlly, it should e ithe r 

amus e , or arous e s ympathy in th e r eader . Similarly, I have used 

humour i n order to e nt e rta in the reader u 

I NTERVIEWER : The s hort s 'ory i s a n une xp loite d genre in Ethiopia . 

Do you agree ''lith this? How would you exp l a in this s ituation? 

ATO PAULOS: It i s true that the number o f Ethiop i an s hort s tor i es 

i s s ma ll. We have to bear in mind tha t the short s tory i s a dif-

f i cult genre requiring prec i s i on and econom y from the writer. It 

i s not a reading public tha t we l ack , but the question i s what will 
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the readers read. Readers like to read materials that arouse interest . 

They don 1t find such materials. Wha t is written is poor from the point 

of view of techni que . We have a publishing house; however, there i s 

nothing to be published. 
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APPENDIX E 

" " ,,_ 84 
Interview with Ato Assafa Aragahan 

INTERV IEWER: What do you think are the general themes reflected in 

the Ethiopian short stories? 

ATO ASSAFA:During the pre-revolutionary period, the most common 

themes reflected in the Eth iopian short stories were love and 

marriage, and conflict between the educated and the uneducated 

people. Most of these short stor i es were didactic. After the 

Revolut ion , the Ethiopian short stories reflect class struggle , 

that i s, social criticism. 

INTERVIEWER : Do you think that the Ethiopian sbort stories fulfil 

t he require ments of the short story? 

ATO ASSAFA: Some of the Eth iopian short stories are good from the 

literary point of view. If we take European literature as a measur-

ing stick , the Ethiopian short stories may not fulfil the require-

ments of the short story. I don't think it is justifiable to take 

European literature as a measuring st ick. We have to take into 

consideration the s ituation under which Ethiopian literature deve-

loped. Amharic literature is a developing literature. Technically, 

the Ethiopian short stories may be unrefined, but this is manifested 

in all genresct 

INTERVIEWER: Under what s ocio-political context did the short story 

start in Ethiopia? 
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ATO ASSAFA: It was a period of stable political s ituation in which 

the central government had consolidated itself. There was no overt 

political activity apart from the students' movement and Mangistu 

Na"ray ' s attempt e d coup. Bureaucracy was highly consol idated. The 

feudal system manifested itself socially, economically and politcally. 

It ,·,as a time during which education was acquiring importance as it 

wa s used as a means for social advancement . Old values such as the 

"At'int" concept were beginning to be replaced with new ones. 

INTERVIEWER : It i s genera ll y stated that the short story i s an 

une"ploite d genre. How far do you think this applies to Ethiopian 

short stories 'l If so, what do you think the reasons are? 

A~O ASSAFA : The short story is a n unexploited genre in Ethiopia. 

Prior to Tadd~5sa Libsn ts short stories , no short stories we re 

written, whereas we find a bulk of poetry as we ll as novels. In 

South Africa, however, most of the writings consist of short stories. 

The reason for this being that South Africa is a country of turmoil 

wher e writers cannot afford the time to produce long literary works. 

In Ethiopia, on the other hand, the period after the Italian war 

and before the R ~volution, wa s more or les s a period of social 
, 

security , and the Ethiopian writers who could afford the time to 

produce long works wrote nove ls which can accommodate many aspects. 

Another reason ,.,.ould be that the short s tory is a new genre allover 

the >!orld, and it started much later in Ethiopia. 

INTERVIEWER: What do you think the content of the Ethiopian short 

stories will be in the future? 
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ATO ASSAFA : Eth iopian writers always felt the need to bring about 

change in the societyo Some wr iters were reformists wh e reas others 

wished a radical change. After the Revo lution, the Ethiopian writers 

reflected the radical change that took place in the society. Literary 

works in the future will be used to show the socie-politica l c on­

tradiction that exists in the societyo 
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APPENDIX F 

Int e rview with Ato Sibhat Gabra Igziabher85 

INTERVIEWER; Your short s tories seem to be based on the slice-of-

life technique. Was it your part icular aim to use the slice-of­

life technique? 

ATO SIBHAT : I do not have a ny idea abo ut the slice-of-life 

technique. I have read Tchekhov , and I be lieve that a short 

s tory ,,,riter s h ould try to represent rea lity as it i s . I believe 

that no one equals Tchekhov in doing this. My aim as a writer is 

to represent a given s ituation in li fe , but not to interpret it, 

thus , impo s ing my meaning on the reader. 

INTERVIEWER: Your s h or t stor i es seem to be based on a given 

philosophy. Wo uld you please like to express your philosophy if 

you hnve any? 

ATO S~BHAT : My philosophy is to see things as they really are in 

li fe , and I believe that my role as a writer should not be to im-

pose my personal philosophy on the reader s e 

fail to be objective. 

If I do so , I will 

INTERVIEWEH; It i s sa id that the short story is an unexploited 

genre in Eth iopia . Do you agree with this? If so , what do you 

think the possible causes are 't 

ATO SIBHAT : Only very few short stories have been written i n 

Eth iop i a. The cause f or t his is the censorsh ip which discouraged 

talented peop l e from exploit ing their urge to write . 
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The second reason would be the lack of magazines in Ethiopia. 

In Eng land, France and in the United States , the condition which 

favoured the development of the short story was the abundance of 

maga z ines. If we had maga z ines , those who posses s the talent micht 

hav~ been pushed to write s hort stories. 
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