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Abstract Despite Ethiopia's reputation for an ancient tradition of literacy, until 

relatively recently the ability to read and write was confined to a small percentage 

of the population. The country's most notable increase in literacy began in 

the early- to mid-twentieth century, paralleling the development of the 'modern' 

Ethiopian state. Within it, administrators stationed throughout the provinces 
came more and more to communicate with each other and to inscribe certain 

events in writing, but orality retained its importance as a significant feature of 
the country's political culture. Through analysis of court records, security forces 

reports, and administrative correspondence, this article explores the literacy 

orality interface in Ethiopian governance from the 1910s to about 1950, and com 

ments on the challenges of interpreting oral sources collected in the politicized 
climate of the 1990s. It concludes that particular caution should be exercised 

when working with post-1991 oral data, and proposes that Ethiopian archives 

from earlier periods may reveal more about patterns in daily governance than 

hitherto appreciated. Thus, amidst invigorated scholarly and popular debates 

about the 'modern' Ethiopian state and its interactions with subject peoples (and 
their and others' experiences under Ethiopian rule), it is proposed that historians 

should pay closer attention to a variety of widely available, but so far under 

utilized official Ethiopian language sources, while keeping in mind the interplay 

of literacy-orality processes behind the recording of the documents. 

1. Introduction 

During the first half of the twentieth century, the Ethiopian state was being 
formed around and - to the extent it existed as a unified polity 

- was held 

together by a variety of official and non-official institutions and procedures. A 

central theme to the story is that, whether one thinks in terms of structures or 

processes, or both, the written word was becoming increasingly important to 

Ethiopian governance. Previously, the country's imperial and regional elites 

had employed writing for certain purposes, such as recording land sales, narrat 

ing emperors' biographies, duplicating and teaching an array of religious texts, 
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and corresponding with the outside world. But they tended to prefer the ambi 

guity and flexibility of orality for announcing proclamations, disseminating 

orders, assuaging political tensions, or shaping public opinion. This histori 

cally-rooted combination of means to convey information within and beyond 

government circles subsequently carried over into the modern era as well. There 

fore, in seeking to better understand the country's past, particularly in terms of 

governance and state-society relations, it must be kept in mind that Ethiopian 

realities, like others, proscribe a dichotomous conceptualization of orality and 

literacy. 
For scholars of relatively more distant epochs, the frequent and complex over 

laps of face-to-face interactions and pen-to-paper inscriptions pose interesting 

methodological challenges (e.g. Crummey, this volume). Students of the modern 

period are on one level more fortunate, since they enjoy the prospect of tapping 

living memory of the recorded events they are analyzing. However, in their 

case the relatively recent politicization of Horn history along ethno-linguistic/ 
nationalist lines creates particular difficulties that can offset the temporal advan 

tages.1 Elaborating upon the idea, this article (1) surveys some early- to mid 

twentieth century written sources concerning the history of Hararge province; (2) 
remarks on oral testimonies related to the region's past; and (3) situates the 

general discussion within a loose framework of orality-literacy issues pertinent 
to the present-day study of Ethiopian history. It must be noted, though, that Ethio 

pia's unevenly developed and generally flexible national political structures, the 

differentiated nature of 'centralization,' and the myriad challenges that faced 

the central government in various regions at different times, render country-wide 

generalizations unwise at our present stage of knowledge. 

Early in my research, I sought to employ both state archives (literacy) and local 

memory (orality) to reconstruct central state governance in and around Harar, an 

Islamic town in the eastern highlands that was conquered by King (later 

Emperor) Menilek in 1887 and incorporated into nascent, 'modern,' Christian 

dominated Ethiopia. With official documents preserved in the Institute of Ethiopian 
Studies in Addis Ababa and in regional depositories, access to some of the written 

record was mostly a matter of red tape. However, while the apparent opening-up of 

the political sphere in the mid-1990s seemed to make the time propitious for col 

lecting oral testimonies, I encountered far more difficulties than anticipated with 

interviews. The problem was regrettable, since oral data collected around the 

country has enriched Addis Ababa University student theses for at least three 

1 
The politicization to which I refer is generally most relevant to Ethiopia. However, in 

this volume Richard Reid skillfully illuminates the salience of conflict in shaping 
both written and oral versions of the past in the Horn. In terms of long-term continuity, 
his comment that 'As far as the [Eritrean Peoples Liberation Front] EPLF is concerned, 
there are too many of these young people who know too little about what they are sup 

posed to know about,' as well as his concluding anecdote, reveal one of the many simi 

larities between the governing philosophies of the EPLF (later renamed the Peoples 
Front for Democracy and Justice) and the Haile Sellassie regime against which it 

initially fought. 
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decades,2 and memory of past governance, often manifested in orality, has 

contributed to various reinterpretations of the dominant historiography.3 

However, in Harar in 1994 and 1997-98, most local informants were either 

unable or unwilling to recount meaningful details that might illuminate changing 
historical patterns over the last century. Instead, apparently inspired by the contem 

porary government's stress on alleged Amhara exploitation of other ethnic groups 

throughout Ethiopian history, they spoke passionately, but only in vague general 
ities, about naftafina/ 'Amhara'4 injustice and oppression. Even when queried 
about specific and general data contained in judicial, administrative and security 
forces records, collectively covering the period 1915-c. 1950, most informants 

failed to add anything of substance. The one major topical exception was when 

it came to the security forces reports, which were dominated by state fears about 

a combined Harari-Somali political movement in the late-1940s; on this issue 

many Harari had much to say, indeed. Their enthusiasm for discussing Kulub 

Hanolato was of little surprise, since the government's heavy-handed suppression 
of it in 1948 marked a major historical (dis)juncture locally, and even today 
remains a central aspect of Harari consciousness and group identity, both in the 

home town and throughout its domestic and international diasporas.5 Extending 
critical analysis of this totalizing and sometimes exaggerated condemnation of 

naftafina / 'Amhara' / government oppression to earlier periods, however, chal 

lenges confidence in the general accuracy of early-mid 1990s Harari community 

memory, and thus oral testimonies, about state-society relations. 

More broadly, the antiquity of Ethiopian literacy 
- a factor that supposedly sets 

the country apart from much of the rest of Africa - is often mentioned, but the pub 
lished historiography is only beginning to reflect the diversity of available indigen 
ous sources. Earlier generations of Ethiopianists, more interested in the pre-modern 

past than is the norm today 
- 

especially among American and American-based his 

torians - 
had/have comparatively fewer materials at their disposal. Therefore, 

their work concentrates on royal court chronicles, hagiographies and land 

2 
Much has been accomplished in the process, but since most of the theses remain 

unpublished, they have not received the scholarly attention they deserve. See, in 

general, Crummey (1990), and more specifically Bahru (2000: 9). In the last few 

years, the department has begun asking students to collect and analyze autobiographical 
stories of ordinary Ethiopians above the age of 70, so one expects that the tradition of 

employing oral data in B.A. theses will continue in the future. 
3 

The first serious counter-Ethiopian historiography emerged in Somali Studies. It was fol 
lowed by Eritrean practitioners, whose scholarship has more recently been mirrored by 

Oromo nationalists. To my knowledge, the interrelationships of these fields has yet to be 

systematically examined. 
4 

Naflanfia, literally meaning 'rifleman,' referred to northern settlers who remained in the 
southern, western and eastern regions conquered by Menilek's armies. Its use today is 

derogatory, inherently implying that Ethiopian rule depended upon force (which it 
often did) and was therefore illegitimate. In Harar and other predominantly Islamic 

regions, 'Amhara' - 
typically an ethnic referent - is in popular usage synonymous 

with 'Christian.' 
5 

On Kulub-Hanolato generally, see Rahji (1994) and Carmichael (1998). 
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records, explicating mainly the imperial, Christian past of a predominantly agrarian 

country.6 More recently, focusing largely on the twentieth century, others have 

begun locating and utilizing a greater variety of hitherto novel documents, both 

private and official, to open up fresh angles and avenues of inquiry.7 In such 

instances, fellow scholars, now and in the future, would benefit if they published, 
as part of or separate from their larger projects, analyses of the sources they are uti 

lizing (e.g. Hussein 2000). Such examinations might also help pioneer comparative 
historical studies, both within Ethiopia and between Ethiopia and other world areas, 

and contribute to a more informed appreciation of Ethiopia's cultural, religious, 
social and political diversity across time and space.8 Towards the collective 

effort, the following sections summarize some of my thinking about various 

Amharic-language documents that I have consulted in my research, and explore 

aspects of the orality-literacy interface in Ethiopian history, with a focus on 

its relationship to state-society relations and its implications for collecting oral 

testimonies today. 

2. Court records 

In the last decade and a half, African historians have increasingly explored the 

potentials of court records, which can be rich sources for reconstructing aspects 
of economic and social history.9 Frameworks for Ethiopian economic history are 

in place, but the present study of Ethiopian social history is embryonic at best. 

Thus, the availability of Ethiopian court records for different periods would 

seem to make this type of document a priority source for scholars interested in 

the country's social history. Moreover, the Institute of Ethiopian Studies houses 

probably more than ten thousand court records for Harar alone, and likely some 

for other regions, too. Thus, working on these documents does not necessarily 
entail great difficulty in terms of access or being granted official permission for 

research. 

At the same time, my work on Harar's court records convinced me that, without 

having first constructed a political-economic framework in which to interpret the 

records, most analyses must remain suggestive. Court records are produced by 

6 
In the English language literature, a classic example of enduring excellence is Taddesse 

(1972). For pre-modern Ethiopian history, Crummey's work on various records is 

particularly creative and insightful (e.g. 1981, 1982, 1987, 2000). 
7 

In addition to the many BA and MA theses at Addis Ababa University, see Tekalign 
Wolde-Mariam (1995) and Benti Getahun (2000), as well as Ezekiel Gebissa (2004). 
For two examples of unearthing and employing private archival materials, see Makon 

nen Tegegn (1997) and Ahmed Hassen Omer (2001). For examples of more or less 

official materials from an external perspective, see Berhanou (2001, 2002). 
8 It should be pointed out that two recent analyses of the study of Ethiopian history, 

penned by veteran specialists, are concerned with broader conceptual approaches: 

Clapham (2000) and Triulzi (2002). The approach taken here instead focuses on more 

basic methodological issues. 
9 

For example, Dickerman et al (1990), Mann and Roberts (1991), Jean M. Allman (1991, 

1996), Christelow (1987, 1994). 
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appointed officials in certain places at specific times, and they render various 

amounts of data about contentious processes, often with personal wealth and/or 
social status at stake. When historians do not know what was occurring more 

broadly in the political, economic and social contexts at the time, then interpret 
ations of court case data should be deemed tentative. Moreover, the complexities 
of court proceedings need to be kept in mind as one reads and considers the docu 

ments. For the 1910s and 1920s, Harar's court records are truncated accounts, pre 

serving only a small fraction of case details; therefore, they and others like them 

require careful treatment. For later periods, at least in certain areas (e.g. Addis 

Ababa), when case files became more detailed, the situation is different. 

However, we know very little of the transformation of Ethiopia's legal system,10 
and studying changes in the way records were inscribed and kept, as well as the 

nature of their legalistic and formulaic language, would be a useful part of future 

research on the topic. Also, while the centrality of oral testimony in legal proceed 

ings anywhere in the world is well established, for Ethiopia we know very little 

about the relationships between orality and literacy as the recording of written 

case documentation by court personnel became employed more systematically. 

According to Hararge civil court records from the 1910s and 1920s, each case 

began with the plaintiff presenting his/her charge(s), followed by the defendant's 

response. If the defendant confessed to the accusations, the judges gave their 

verdict and the case was finished. If the defendant denied the charges, however, 
the usual procedure was for the plaintiff to repeat them and then increase the 

stakes by offering an additional 'wager' of honey, a mule, or infrequently a 

horse, to 'prove' that his or her version was correct. If, in the face of the wager, 
the defendant decided to back down, then he or she conceded by saying agwerah 
tannafin (I yield to you/your argument),11 and paid accordingly, though the 

amount is not listed in the court records.12 If the defendant did not give in, he or 

she restated the defence, accepting the wager, and witnesses were then called. 

One case reveals that the person who identified some witnesses went together 
with a judge (zabteya dafifia)13 to inform them of their having being called, and 

that in such instances a written summons was not always presented (Archives: 

CR1). After the witnesses gave their versions of events, the individual against 
whom they testified then apparently withdrew his or her wager, often with the 

10 
For a general overview, see Aberra (2000). 1* 
The phrase is shortened from ba-agwerah tannanfi ya-taratta, mahal agadaw ya-tamatta 

('a person who loses litigation by [saying] agwerah tannanfi [is like a person who] has 
been struck on his shin'). 12 
Historically, the loser paid in kind. On 21 September 1908, Emperor Menilek issued a 

proclamation standardizing the following monetary equivalents for court wagers: mule 

(20 berr), horse (10 berr) and honey (one berr). Court fees were declared to be two berr 

(Mahtama Sellasse Walda Masqal 1962 E.C: 71). Aberra (1992: 85) states court fees 
amounted to one berr, however, his article is neither historically nor geographically 
specific, and there were likely variations across time and space. 13 

Zabteya, of Arabic origin, may be translated as 'police station, police post' (Kane 1990: 
1647). In Harar and other locales, however, it most commonly meant 'jail' or 'prison.' 
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phrase Menilek yimut (lit: May [Emperor] Menilek die [if I am lying]).14 The 

judges then pronounced judgment and assessed court fees and wager fees.15 If 

the defeated (or winning, yet indebted - 
owing to his/her 'coming out short on 

wagers') party could not pay, he or she called a guarantor; if a guarantor could 

not be found (or would not appear) the financially-strapped litigant was jailed 
instead. The short record of one case illustrates some of these generalizations 

(Archives: CR3): 

h-A^^A hA. m?"> hAA<7 fi (DC AC^AU g HC H *?MiA* ?rt<MJ-n*"> 

7*>Ha"> hWMtttf <"*C hAT h(\a>~.: ?A?UAW AA* (DC 'KD- ? ^C?" 

hAA^UAf fE*'* ^C UmJKn h^f+HAU h^tCi) /\7H hh 9?C\Y\C &(Yl 

4Wa>- ^A- HV7^ ?d.(t\m<r?i: >A,tf A?A- </?AiU? h-A^h.A hA. -tv^ Wi* 

tUA g +"> <n>(\X\?9? 

Usmael Ali brought suit against Guled, saying 'I bet honey that I worked for you for 
four months, yet you did not have me paid the five berr and 12 mahallaq16 of money 
that I earned.' Guled said T accept your bet of honey, [but my version is that] you 

worked for me for three months; you did not work for me for four months; and 

you received [your salary] for the three months from my brother.' Usmael Ali 
counted himself as witness and testified for himself on the matter. Guled gave 

witness for himself. Usmael Ali lost [taratta] and paid the court fees. 2 Maskaram. 

The Amharic account begins ambiguously, failing to indicate that the plaintiff was 

Usmael Ali and the defendant Guled, as opposed to the possible reading of Usmael 

suing Ali Guled. While there would have been no confusion during the proceedings 

themselves, this written uncertainty, a result of the particularities of Amharic syntax, 

is characteristic of the documents and cannot always be conclusively resolved.17 The 

fact that Usmael wagered honey when he made his first accusation is an unusual 

occurrence, however. More commonly, bets were made only after the plaintiff 
and defendant had narrated contrary stories a couple times and acrimony intensified. 

It is difficult to determine, from this record and others, how testimony was 

weighed. Outside witness testimony is often noted, so if Guled's brother had 

been present and backed up his version, the oral evidence would probably have 

been included and would imply that two witnesses were more persuasive than 

one; its absence, however, indicates that the brother most likely was not there. 

Similarly, the verb taratta may mean either 'lost a lawsuit,' 'lost a bet,' or 

14 
Tafari yimut, Iyasu yimut, and Abdullahi (the last amir of Harar) yimut are occasionally 
seen as well. The most unusual phrase I have seen was Menilek Iyasu yimut. Archives: 

CR2. 
15 

In some cases, owing to the wagers, the person who won in terms of verdict actually 
'lost' financially. Presumably, for at least some of those people the social affirmation 

and/or prestige of an official, legal decision in their favour offset the economic loss. 
16 

There were 16 mahallaq to one berr. Balay (1990-91: 62). 
17 

In Amharic, if a direct object is a determined noun or personal name it is marked by the 

suffix -(e)n. Since the direct object suffix markers in these court records distinguish only 
one name (e.g. Guled), it is not always clear where the first name(s) begins (e.g. Ali 

Guled, or just Guled), unless the entire name is listed separately later in the record. 
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'yielded/gave in (to a wager).' Since Usmael Ali is not quoted as submitting will 

ingly by replying agwerah tannanfi, it appears that he instead lost the case by 

judge's decision. If this record is a reasonably accurate rendition of the case's 

main events, it seems clear that Guled's testimony was weighed more heavily. It 

is tempting to accept the likelihood of this possibility by looking no further than 

the fact that in a highly hierarchical society Guled was an employer and Usmael 

Ali a mere labourer. Regardless, Usmael then paid the court fees, which if a 

1908 proclamation issued by Emperor Menilek were applied in practice, would 

have been two berr.18 After that, however, he would also have owed Guled for 

the bet of honey, a debt that would by law have set him back one berr. If we extrap 
olate his three months salary from that listed for four we get about four berr and 

four mahallaq, less a probable three berr after a day in court. For Usmael Ali, 
the plaintiff, the verdict would seem to have been financially devastating, but 

since he is not recorded as having been incarcerated, it is clear that he was able 

to pay the fees and exit the court a free man. 

Regrettably, while court records are potentially rich sources for various types of 

history, and often fun to read as well, owing to the state of the Ethiopian historio 

graphy I do not believe that at this point in time we are in position to take full 

advantage of them in most regions. Scholars first need to reconstruct the political 
and economic, and ideally social contexts in which judicial proceedings took 

place, as well as those in which court records were inscribed. Furthermore, the pro 
cesses by which oral court proceedings were reduced to usually terse written sum 

maries require elucidation. Afterwards, hopefully, the documents may be more 

profitably mined for a wide array of data, including that relevant to religious, 
ethnic, gender or economic relations, or a variety of other social issues. 

3. Security forces reports 

The reports of Ethiopia's security forces present a wealth of information about how 
the state governed and how it treated its subjects. If Harar is representative, they 

will be richer for certain periods (i.e. those of presumed or actual insecurity) 
than others, and thus should be combined with sources that better set the broader 

context, including Addis Ababa-provincial communications and the grievances 
of subject peoples. However, regardless the political situation at any given time, 
such records will likely be valuable indicators of the degree of state concern 

about or engagement with different regions. While life for the majority of people 
in Hayla Sellasse's state - as with both the Darg and present-day periods 

- was 

neither easy nor prosperous, present-day, often politicized, criticisms should not 
be imposed on past historical realities, even if reading the past through current 

lenses is to some extent inevitable and often illuminating. Security forces reports 
are among the sources offering data that, among other possible applications, can 

help historians separate the taff from the chaff in current politicized disagreements 
about past state-society relations. 

18 
See note 12 above. 



30 Tim Carmichael 

Relevant to the orality-literacy relationship, one cache of Hararge security 
forces files consists of interrogation records. In 1994 and 1998, Harari oral testi 

monies indicated that a half century earlier most male adults in town were 

arrested after the offices of two political organizations, the Somali Youth League 

(SYL) and the Harari Jam'iya, had been seized and closed by government officials. 

The claim of mass incarceration is verified by the archival record but, when recol 

lecting those times, informants who discussed - often in detail - the horrific con 

ditions of their imprisonment, had little to say about the interrogations to which 

they were subjected. Nevertheless, each person was apparently asked approxi 

mately eleven questions, for which his answers were recorded. The questions 
included:19 

1. l\(Dml (Dfi9? mirWl ^UnC " MnC'H? >U hJB?AU??? 

2. f^Un^ <*?A?^K <?<; "fiat ?hAA "^a*? 

3. Ah?* ooinrf* h&w a'^-a ?-nm ft**i> t^craih An^ih 

4. iLc^iy ?Anw* ha-M- ??> tn a^a^ >a>.? 

6. 1??ftfi ?+Al>* A?>* A?* <??<? ? 

7. V>CA-A A<Wa>- ?Vi ?T> JBAAA-? 

8. f+Aft* AP>* f^^tf A^ ??im 77H-H h<PT;K*l> AT^^lh ^h9?ll 

9. Mi- 7\M\) ri ?UA 77H-H AmU? 

10. 77Hf?A ?++(M '"fta*? 

ii. nmA* (D?& n<&* Acrf mnA ?h?^*p* ^unc hAvn^?0^? 

1. You are a member of Watani [Jam'iya] or Kalub [the SYL], right? 
2. Who is the founder of the organization, and who is its primary representative? 
3. Have you all not signed and sent a petition to be submitted to the Four Power 

Commission? 
4. In the petition that you all signed and sent, what are you claiming has happened 

[to you]? 
5. Who was it that wrote the petition and who advised the rest of you to sign it? 

6. How many persons were sent [to take the petition] to Muqadishu? 
7. What are their names? 
8. Did you all not give money for the travel expenses of those who were sent? 

9. How much money did you yourself contribute? 
10. Who collected the money? 
11. Before the enemy [Italian] invasion, was there not an Adare [Harari] organization 

called Firmachl 

At present, I find the questions more interesting than most of the answers, particu 

larly in light of common knowledge about Hayla Sellasse's well-known fear of 

enduring institutions or organizations other than those over which he exercised 

19 
The many hundreds of interrogation reports, including both questions and answers, are 

found in Archives: KH1, copies of which are available in Abdullahi Ali Shariff's 

personal library in Harar. 
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direct control. This concern is reflected in the above questions, which sought to 

identify: (1) leading (non-state) local individuals and their economic resources; 

(2) the nature of local grievances against the state; and (3) any ties between the 

late 1940s political movements and an earlier cultural group (Firmach) about 

which officials were clearly ignorant. Additionally, the financial and human 

resources expended in compiling these hefty files were obviously considerable, 
thus testifying to the seriousness of government purpose. 

Although the idea is debatable, I find it difficult to imagine the Ethiopian state 

marshalling the necessary financial and administrative/security resources to gather 
such extensive surveillance records - 

through the processes of mass arrests and 

subsequent interrogations at the individual level - on such a large percentage 
of the Harari (or any other) population before the Italian occupation (1935/36 
1941). It is especially difficult to imagine the government previously collecting, 
let alone so successfully, documents that are so potentially self-incriminating 
for the Harari. But, for Ethiopia and most of the rest of the world, the national 

and international political and security contexts had changed entirely by the late 

1940s. Moreover, by that point in time, and particularly in light of recent unrest 

in Tigray20 and contested political authority with the British, Hayla Sellasse 

was aware that his hegemony was incomplete; and while striving to regain 
control of majority-Islamic Eritrea, he feared negative Arab media coverage 
about his oppression of Muslims.21 Should the Muslim Harari or their Muslim 

Somali allies try to rebel again later, having such written testimonies on file 

could have been to the emperor's advantage, either in facilitating his efforts to 

keep malcontents 'in line' or in more effectively prosecuting them for crimes 

against the state. 

4. Administrative correspondence 

Professional and amateur Ethiopian historiography, as well as popular discourse 

and a variety of media outlets, are replete with overviews of Hayla Sellasse's 

rule, principally when it comes to disputes over whether his regime was beneficent 
or oppressive in practice.22 Unfortunately, such studies have too often been used to 

generalize across time and space, when sincere intellectual curiosity demands that 

further local research should be undertaken. Administrative records, such as the 

registers of Governors' Offices and other corpuses of correspondence between 

regional officials and Addis Ababa, are especially useful for discerning the 

makeup of the state, the ways that it operated, and its interactions with subject 

20 
See Chapter Four of Gebru (1991). 21 
Archives: KH2 and KH3. I thank Ahmed Zekaria, of the IES, for providing me with 

copies of these letters, especially since the Ministry of Foreign Affairs archives 
remain closed to most researchers. Other copies of the letters are available in Abdullahi 

Ali Shariff's personal library in Harar. 
22 

For example, Marcus (1994, 1995), Perham (1969), Clapham (1969), Holcomb and 
Ibssa (1990), Jalata (1993). 
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peoples. As such, they should be regarded as rich sources, free of overt propa 

ganda yet indicative of daily government praxis. 
For starters, administrative records reveal important realities about: how orders 

were transmitted at the national, regional and local levels; what national, regional 
and local hierarchies of political authority were respected in practice; how officials 

were hired; and the nature of state finances. Overall, this type of correspondence 

promises to shed light on the actual functioning of the state, as opposed to its struc 

tural organization, which is easier to reconstruct (and, despite glaring lacunae, is 

arguably better established anyway) but may be misleading if interpreted solely 
at one level (e.g. national, or local). Administrative records from 1933 Harar 

show that the nature of the state was changing in important ways, but that 

various constraints prevented a rapid transformation along the radical lines envi 

sioned by Emperor Hayla Sellasse, at least during his rise to ultimate power in 

the country (Carmichael 2001: 45-83, 182-239). Comparison of administrative 

records throughout Ethiopia would be an excellent means to add layers of 

nuance, perhaps even complexity, to knowledge about the history of the state 

and its regional administration(s).24 The continuities and disjunctures that these 

documents reveal will be centrally important as scholars continue to reexamine 

the twentieth century state and what were really the vagaries of its rule throughout 
the provinces. For example, a brief episode about whether or not to launch a puni 
tive military action against two feuding groups reveals different policy perspectives 

brought to the table by local/regional officials and their superiors in the capital. 
The Hararge Governor's Office register for 1933 details various officials' pre 

ferred reactions to serious conflict between the Isa, a Somali clan, and the 

Gurgura, a mixed Oromo-Somali people. The latter complained to the wakil of 

the Director of the Dire Dawa Treasury that Isa had raided them in early 

mid-May, looting cattle and killing four people. An Isa balabbat25 similarly 

complained that the Gurgura had attacked his people twice in early- to mid-June. 

Ethiopian intelligence then reported that both sides were gearing up for war in 

the near future. In communicating this information to the emperor, Fitawrari 

Admasu in Harar made the memorable observation that 'because there is no gov 
ernor (gazyi) among the Isa, this [situation] is a real problem for us.' (Archives: 

HGOR1 and HGOR2) Even though there were Somali balabbats, the lack of a 'gov 
ernor' apparently complicated matters for regional administrators, who were accus 

tomed to dealing with local officials of a higher rank to resolve unrest or other 

problems. The absence of a leader of acceptable stature who could be pressured 

23 
For an exciting example that has just been published, see Alessandro Triulzi and Tesema 

Ta'a (2004). Similarly, based upon work in regional archives, there are two recent M.A. 

theses detailing the changing dynamics of centre-periphery relations, especially during 
the imperial and Darg periods: Tewodros (2004) and Samuel (2004). 

24 
There are, for example, remarkable parallels between Harar and Gambella, though 

developments in the former seem to have proceeded those in the latter by at least 

30-50 years. Compare Carmichael (2001: ch. 5) and Tewodros (2004: ch. 3). 
25 

A state appointed or state recognized squire/local notable. 



Bureaucratic literacy and oral testimony in Ethiopia 33 

or punished, as a state lesson in appropriate behaviour, thus rendered regional 
administration officials unsure of how to proceed. 

On 20 June, the Governor's Office ordered officials in Dire Dawa to mobilize 

soldiers, either to intervene between the Isa and Gurgura or to protect the town 

against any spill-over effect from the conflict (Archives: HGOR3). The next day 
the following instructions were added (Archives: HGOR4). 

AA KW 7^7-^* m-n AAA^OJ^W? A3WJ& h^Aft^ ?j?7i?7* 7-11^ a7C*T> 
haoax K?(x At>A*?? 7"/^^ M^AHWcd- hA^aM>a>* mA<D-">0? h&V^iY 

?+H^^a>->^ n-n* h^AAA^n- rtr^xyi W&WU^XY T4-+ ni>A*l>?? AJB 

JBU^A -HA* ?t\f(D-ty mA (\r& AA* (\\ hACA?A9 MRH.fr p& MX*JJR9? 

To Lejj Tafarra Gabra-Maryam Dire Dawa 

Regarding what you informed me about the Isa and Gurgura conflict. I wrote to 

Janhoy [Emperor Hayla Sellasse], who responded on 13 Sane [20 June] that until 

Dajjazmach Gabra-Maryam comes, the two tribes should be informed that if they 
do not surrender the killers, restore the stolen cattle, and agree upon the procedures(s) 
[by which the matter should proceed legally], then they will both be held accountable. 

See to it that this order is carried out.2 

The first response from the emperor, then, was to send a non-confrontational verbal 

warning that the two peoples should begin to reconcile themselves. Although some 

Governor's Office officials were itching to march against the Isa and Gurgura, 

Hayla Sellasse overruled them. Notably, in light of his decision, other archival 

documents show that he had previously been aware of the perennial Isa-Gurgura 
hostilities and regarded them as a matter of potentially serious international 

concern.28 In the end, a circular was sent to seven Isa balabbats telling them not 

to complain about Gurgura attacks since officials had heard that the Isa had insti 

gated the fighting in the first place. They were also told to stop skirmishing until 

other Isa balabbats, who were then in Addis Ababa (on unspecified business), 
returned and explained 'what was decided' (by the emperor, one presumes) 
(Archives: HGOR5). 

This incident is significant in several respects. First, despite the jingoism of 

regional officials in Harar, as expressed in their written communications (literacy), 
Addis Ababa was initially concerned to intervene as gently as possible, namely by 

issuing a verbal caution (orality).29 Secondly, to sink the point home, a written 

26 
To put this episode in context, including other reasons that regional administrators may 
have been hesitant to act as they saw fit, one must consider that international political 
tensions had arisen between Ethiopia and France only two months earlier, over apparent 

miscommunications (or a possibly willful, large-scale French show of military force). 
See Archives HS1, HS2 and HS3. 

27 
That Hayla Sellasse's order specified the Deputy-Governor of the region indicates the 
level of concern. 

28 
See note 26, above. 

29 
In this episode, the international implications must be taken into consideration. 
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warning was subsequently sent to various Isa leaders (literacy). While all this was 

going on, officials in the capital were meeting (orality) with other prominent Isa, 
who upon returning home were expected to elucidate the appropriate course of 

action to their people (orality). Finally, this information was conveyed to 

Hararge officials by letter (literacy). Discerning themes of orality-literacy in the 

Governor's Office records can be painstaking and the results may well muddy 
the waters of our understanding of how Hayla Sellasse's state functioned both in 

the capital and in the provinces. The effort is therefore well worth making. 

5. Literacy, orality and politics in Ethiopia 

The previous three sections discussed aspects of some available Ethiopian histori 

cal sources. Yet it should be emphasized that, despite various corpuses of political 

correspondence (in Arabic, Tigrifina, Ge'ez, and Amharic) and tax registers 

(Amharic) tracing to the mid-nineteenth century,30 it was really only in the early 

twentieth-century that some members of the political elite began keeping organized 
records detailing at least some of their administrative duties. Notably, they did so 

increasingly in Amharic. As James C. McCann (1998: 17) put it, 'The use of the 

vernacular Amharic language in written form and for overtly political purposes 
is a relatively recent phenomenon in the history of Ethiopian literacy.' He also 

argued (1998: 15-16) that the gradual shift to literacy of Ethiopian society's dom 

inantly oral culture faced resistance, and, at least for the region and time period of 

his study, his evidence is certainly sound. Perhaps most importantly, in regarding 
Ras Kassa's registers as 'signposts of a transition from orality to literacy,' and in 

regarding Tafari Makonnen/Hayla Sellasse as 'reforming administration as a 

means of preserving autocracy,' McCann hit at the heart of a matter of much 

broader significance. Pointing out that Ras Kassa was one of Tafari's key allies, 
he explained (1998: 16-17) that: 

From the beginning of his tenure Kassa proceeded to install a new administrative, 

judicial, and fiscal structure to systematize procedures and put in place a cadre of 

loyal state functionaries. These actions included new regulations for the tithe, 
customs, and military service; judicial procedures were streamlined and centralized; 
local censuses were mandated and church revenues regularized. Although often 

couched in moralistic Christian metaphor, the purpose of these reforms was in 

very specific terms to break the economic base of the local elite and expand the 

reach of the central state. 

There were undoubtedly differences according to region and time period, but a 

unifying factor was the extension of a certain type of literacy throughout the 

realms over which the central government claimed sovereignty. However, owing 
to the commonly alleged power of literacy, when the ability to read spreads 

beyond elite circles there is the possibility of conflict over the written record. 

Thus, the area of education becomes salient, especially, in Ethiopia's case, 

taking into account twentieth century efforts to found (Amharic language) 

30 
See Pankhurst and Germa-Selassie (1978), Girma-Selassie and Appleyard (1979), 

Appleyard and Irvine (1985), Rubenson et al. (1987, 1994, 2000). 
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schools throughout the country, including Harar, where one of the country's best 

high schools was opened in 1930.31 Subsequently, the institution's Amharic 
lessons complemented those of the numerous Arabic-language madrasas, which 

over the centuries had earned the town its reputation as the premier centre of 

Islamic studies in the Horn.32 

As more 'ordinary' people acquired Amharic literacy, they also strengthened 
their ability to engage with the state, on its own terms. Those who opposed govern 

ment decisions, of myriad sorts, might thereby have formulated creative responses 
- in writing 

- to advance their own interests, at the expense of the state. Nonethe 

less, little evidence of such efforts, throughout twentieth-century Ethiopia as a 

whole, let alone Harar specifically, has been brought to light.33 Post-1991 writings 
from around the country, as well as ongoing programmes to teach Ethiopian chil 

dren in their mother tongues, are a separate issue, requiring interpretation within 

that specific, politicized historical context.34 

Still, during Ethiopia's early twentieth-century shift towards more extensive and 

more organized record-keeping by state officials, orality retained its previous 

importance. Government proclamations were announced publicly, and government 
officials continued to give orders to their subordinates orally. Moreover, many 
administrative documents were penned only after civilians issued oral petitions 

31 
Here, it needs to be noted that Harar had long enjoyed Arabic literacy, including writing 
the Harari language in the Arabic script. In the early 1990s, following the fall of the 

Darg, Harari was written in the Latin alphabet. In the mid-1990s local administrators 
decided to switch to the Ge'ez (Amharic) syllabary. For the politics underlying these 

decisions, see Carmichael (2004: 236-38). 32 
Hussein (1988) seems to have challenged this common view of Harar, however compari 
son with his earlier work (1984: 44) suggests he may have been reacting against the 
hitherto dominant attention paid to Harar in the scant studies of Islam in the country. 33 
One letter indicates that a citizen had complained of being pressed to pay a fine to the 

government for a transgression (adultery) committed during a limited window of time 
for which the central government had issued a general amnesty 

- 
perhaps in observance 

of the Emperor's birthday 
- 

for payments for such crimes. Nevertheless, the documen 

tation suggests that the man complained verbally to the Hararge Governor's Office, after 
which the incident entered the written record. Whatever the orality-literacy processes 

may have been, it is notable that an ordinary person was aware of a national proclama 
tion and that regional administrators were not. Archives: HGOR6. This incident also 
raises questions about how (i.e. via literacy and/or orality) knowledge of national 
laws and proclamations circulated throughout the country during that period. 34 

One neglected type of historical record that may offer alternative views is that of the 

private archive. Unfortunately, the continued politicized atmosphere of Ethiopia and 
the perceived potential for abuse or unfavorable interpretation makes locating such col 
lections, let alone gaining access to known ones, exceedingly difficult for the impartial 
scholar. For an excellent example of the potentials, see Makonnen (1997). While 

Makonnen was able to access an impressive collection of private documents, it 

should be pointed out that they were those of a high-level government official, and there 
fore are probably not representative of general possibilities throughout the country. Note 
also the rich discoveries of Triulzi and Ta'a (2004), samples of which are discussed by 
Triulzi in this volume. 
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or complaints to local or regional political officials. With literacy confined to only a 

small percentage of the population, the continuity of orality within the adminis 

tration was unquestionably a matter of practical necessity, if not also a strategy 

by which individual administrators attempted to lessen the possibility of later, per 
sonal accountability. The accelerated pace of establishing modern schools, begin 

ning in the 1910s, however, reveals that some of Ethiopia's political elite saw the 

long-term importance of encouraging and spreading literacy, as well as other 

skills.35 

Their efforts to build the country's education system marked the beginning of 

public literacy, a prominent proponent of which was Ras Tafari, the future 

Emperor Hayla Sellasse. He certainly expected that many of the up-and-coming 

graduates would enter government service and help 'modernize' Ethiopia, but 

the point remains that the roots of wide-spread literacy 
- and its myriad impli 

cations and results - 
may be traced largely to his and others' patronization ofpublic 

education. Additionally, in the 1920s he imported printing presses, encouraged the 

publishing of Amharic-language materials, and launched Berhanenna Selam, a 

weekly newspaper that 'provided news, homilies, sermons, propaganda and 

advice for the increasingly aware urban population' (Marcus 1994: 122). 
At least three interrelated areas of Ethiopian literacy and orality are discernible 

over the first half of the twentieth century. Specifically, these two often inter-related 

means of communication were employed (1) by (both Christian and Muslim) reli 

gious leaders and students; (2) by political officials at various levels of government; 
and (3) increasingly by members of the public. In exploring some of these ideas, 

focusing primarily on one exceptional body of records, McCann wrote of 'state,' 

'administrative,' and 'secular' literacy. His intervention in the field is pioneering, 
but his lack of precision highlights the need to think both more broadly and more 

narrowly, and to work out appropriate terminology. Ethiopia is a country with a 

long tradition of Ge'ez, Arabic and Amharic literacies, and shorter traditions of lit 

eracy in other languages. Ras Kassa's register, an arguably nascent official mani 

festation that McCann has called to our attention, comprises an important body 
of records for studying the wide-spread transformation to Amharic literacy, particu 

larly in an administrative context, but a fuller understanding, as well as the ability 
to generalize, will require more extensive work. In the meantime, I suggest 
'bureaucratic literacy' as the working term. The adjectives 'state' and 'political' 

are too broad, and the variety of Hararge archival material surveyed above suggests 

that 'administrative' or 'bureaucratic' would be more appropriate. Of the two, I 

prefer the latter on the somewhat arbitrary grounds that when working in the 

country I have often felt like my dealings with officialdom were more in the 

nature of battling a capricious bureaucratic beast than in navigating clearly 

delineated, predictable administrative channels. 

Explicating the probably numerous spheres in which various forms of literacy, 
as well as orality, overlapped or conflicted remains a project for the future, but a 

35 
For an overview of early modern Ethiopian education, see Bahru (2002: 20-34). 
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few points can be made about the long-term consequences, as have been observable 

in the post-1991 period, particularly in relation to the prevailing political climate. 

First, in the 1990s, the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front 

(EPRDF) government's political philosophy rested on the notion that Hayla 
Sellasse and the Darg had pushed a policy of 'Amharicization,' which was often 

taken to mean both that they had favoured ethnic Amharas in government and 

business and that they had sought to force all Ethiopians to 'become' Amhara.36 

Beginning in 1991, knowing that many Ethiopians would resent if not ultimately 
resist national rule by an(other) northern ethnic group, especially a minority one, 

the Tigrayan-dominated EPRDF adopted the politically wise but morally reprehen 
sible strategy of maligning all Amhara, even though the vast majority was as poor if 

not poorer than most other Ethiopians.37 The new government therefore, in effect, 

espoused a politics of hate, and subsequent support for the EPRDF swelled, not just 
from joy at the Darg's fall, but also from a widely-shared resentment of past gov 

ernance, which is of course something else entirely than a shared vision for a better 

future inspired by sound policy. Setting up a new national government apparatus 
that on paper and in theory devolved political power to the provinces, the minority 

regime encouraged Ethiopia's peoples to use their own language(s) in their regional 
education systems, administrations, and courts.38 It also challenged people to write 

their 'true' histories, to replace the allegedly selective and hegemonic version of the 

past that had prevailed until then.39 Consequently, a flurry of politically engaged 

people both in Ethiopia and abroad began publishing reams of revisionist 

history, much of which was written in ignorance of even the basics of sound his 

torical methodology, and most of which seems to have forgotten the everyday in 

the quest to remember the exceptional.40 
One result was the spread of impassioned cultural revivals that centered mainly 

on propagating histories of 'victim' status - 
something that resurrected pre-Darg 

social conflicts. In that context, attempts to collect oral testimonies about the 

36 
Since 'Amharicization' was perceived to include 'Christianization,' the notion was par 

ticularly distasteful to Muslims. 
37 

When I first went to Ethiopia in 1993 I was stunned by the anti-Amhara hatred that was 

daily propagated in the government-controlled newspapers, radio, and television. 

The only comparable example I can think of is the virulent hatred of Jews that is so 

rampant in the streets of the Middle East, and which struck me most forcefully in 

Egypt in 1995 and again in Yemen in 1998 and 2001.1 can think of no better comparison 
for the TPLF/EPRDF attack on the Amhara people during the early- to mid-1990s in 

Ethiopia. 38 
Some critics interpreted this policy as a strategy to focus political energies closer to 
home - at the regional level, and thereby divert them from opposition movements at 
the national level. 

39 
Bahru Zewde (2000: esp. 15-16) has skillfully exposed the ignorance of those who have 
levied such claims against the Addis Ababa University History Department specifically. 40 

Most Harari whom I knew were able to speak and read, if not also write Amharic and 
sometimes other languages (literacy). But perhaps seeking to reach those who could 

not, the 'new' history was also broadcast on Harari language radio programs and cham 

pioned by local political officials (orality). 
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history of state-society, ethnic and religious relations, or a host of other issues, 

inevitably confronted the issue of long-standing grievances and contemporary 
ambitions filtering into articulated memories of the past. Such feedback is, of 

course, a challenge anywhere at anytime one handles oral material,41 particularly 
on such potentially sensitive topics, but it was especially obvious in 1990s 

Harar. In addition to some Arabic texts (e.g. Carmichael 1996), a plethora of 

Harari-language historical and cultural materials appeared in the markets and 

was often the subject of conversations around town and at barchas, or qat 

chewing gatherings (Carmichael 2004: 232-34, 238-40). 

Disentangling the complex web of political differences, published viewpoints, 
the tense and occasionally physically violent struggles over regional authority 
and social hierarchies, and their relationships to individuals' personal convictions, 

is well beyond this article's scope. Yet it became clear to me, in the heated political 
climate of Harar town, that there was considerable community pressure to recount a 

view of history that highlighted naflanfia/ 'Amhara' brutality and domination, and 

the subordination and suffering of Harari after the town's 1887 conquest. Thus, my 
most productive interviews were those in which I asked about the Kulub-Hanolato 

movement mentioned above. My attempted inquiries into other aspects of the past, 
such as culture, language and education revealed a variety of less dogmatic stand 

points, but also sometimes met with rejection. I was occasionally told outright that 

those issues were not significant and thus not worth talking about. I came to realize, 

however, that more often informants did not want to discuss them because they 
threatened to complicate, if not entirely undermine, the simplistic 'victim 

history' that - while simply not true for the entire 1887 to mid-1990s period 
- 

was the communal call to arms at the time. Going on record as rejecting the prevail 

ing ideological viewpoint, even on the basis of personal experience and knowledge, 
was not something most people were willing to do. Additionally, as months passed, 
it became obvious that much of what I was told was recycled from the recently 

published Harari-language pamphlets and books, as well as radio broadcasts, and 

everyday conversations about them. 

6. Concluding remarks 

The documentary record, selected aspects of which were surveyed above, begins to 

attest to twentieth-century Ethiopian elites' pursuit of 'professionalization' within a 

bureaucratic context (also see Keller 1981). Their efforts stressed the keeping of 

records that preserved what they judged, for whatever reasons, to be important. 
At the same time, the considerable practical constraints facing administrators 

perpetuated the salience of orality in Ethiopian political culture. The results of 

the ensuing system of governance throughout the country varied from the 

impressively progressive to the shockingly repressive. For scholars who seek to 

supplement the written accounts with interview sources, deciphering the 

41 
For a far more deeply layered explication of this challenge, see Lee Cassanelli's discus 

sion, in this volume, of Charles Guillain's reports from the Somali coast in the 1840s. 
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complex, varied and often changing fallout of these intertwined processes is 

complicated not only by today's political climate, but also by the continued 

interplay of literacy and orality and their combined effects on communal and indi 
vidual memory. Balancing present-day concerns and the study of the past is often 

integral to creative historical research, but scholars should guard against the sim 

plistic temptation to take oral testimonies at face value - 
usually manifested as 

reading present-day agendas directly into the past 
- or otherwise uncritically 

to generalize across time and/or space. In Ethiopia's case, these points are 

especially relevant in light of increased literacy over the twentieth century and 

the numerous tracts produced by non-academic publishing industries over the 

last decade and a half. 

Despite their official nature, various unpublished documents pertinent to the 

history of 1915-c. 1950 Hararge reveal ups and downs in state-society relations, 

yet oral testimonies gathered in the 1990s tend to recount only the downs. It is 

suggested here that, while oral material may provide one means by which to 

study Ethiopian history from the bottom-up, it can - as scholars around the conti 

nent have long observed - also blow with the political winds of the day. And during 
the mid-1990s in Harar, as well as elsewhere in the country, the political winds 

were in many ways like clashing tempests. Perhaps coming years will witness a 

less politicized atmosphere, in which oral testimonies about the past may be gath 
ered less problematically. Regardless, historians interested in the views and fates of 

ordinary people need not necessarily concentrate on oral sources. Instead, they may 
find certain types of government documentation useful both in revealing underap 

preciated details and nuances about the functioning of the early modern state and 

its interactions with its subjects, and in critically interrogating the often one-sided 

claims of oral informants. 

Scholars who wish to understand the realities of Ethiopia's past should, rather 

than continuing to reinterpret foreign and secondary sources through the lenses 
of their present-day politics, begin by getting dusty in the archives. Indeed, propo 
nents of a variety of viewpoints, ranging from the generally 'Greater Ethiopian' to 

any of its various counter-discourses, may well be surprised, both positively and 

negatively, by what they find. At the same time, those who actually take the 
time and make the effort to do original archival research should keep in mind 
the orality-literacy relationship. It comprises a crucial field in interpreting 

written and oral records, as well as developing our understandings of (1). the 

varied nature of Ethiopian governance throughout time and space; (2) how its 

peoples viewed it in the past; (3) how they regard it today; and (4) the ongoing 
and dynamic interplay of these issues, among others. 

Tim Carmichael teaches courses on World and African History at the College of 
Charleston, in South Carolina. He and Makonnen Tegegn are presently working 
on a translated collection of Ras Tafari/Emperor Hayla Sellasse's correspondence 
(1915-35) with the French Capuchin missionary Father Andre Jarosseau. He can 
be contacted College of Charleston, 66 George St., Maybank Hall 315, Charleston, 
SC 29424; email: carmichaelt@cofc.edu 
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