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ABSTRACT
Soon after its seizure of power in 1974, the Provisional Military Administrative Council 
of Ethiopia enacted a series of Proclamations aimed at a radical transformation of 
agricultural production. Through a Land Reform Act in 1975 all rural land was 
nationalized. In 1978 "G uidelines" were issued by the central government to facilitate 
the formation of Producers Cooperatives (PC ) with the intent to promote increased 
agricultural productivity. Membership in the PC was to be voluntary.

The present study focuses on the process of implementation of the national plan for 
PCs in a peasant community, an Amhara parish called Ashena. in Northwestern 
Ethiopia. The data, mainly gathered through fieldwork from 1980 to 1981, consist of an 
ethnographic description of the local society before the advent of the PC, a portrayal of 
the events which followed upon its establishment and an account of its mode of operation 
at the time of the study.

In spite of a strong support for the PC from the government and the local officials only 
15% of the households eventually joined it, the majority preferring to wait and see what 
the outcome would be. Several factors, in the economic, social and cultural life of the 
community, were found to have influenced membership recruitment. One such important 
factor in the traditional sphere of economic interactions was the predominance of 
balanced (or quid pro quo) reciprocal relations between individuals, whereas collective 
production presupposes both a higher degree of mutual trust and more generalized 
reciprocal relations.

In the encounter between the national plan and the local society it was found that local 
cultural factors, such as the flexibility expressed in the belief, kinship and work relations, 
the economic independence enjoyed by women as a result of the traditional marriage 
rules and the pervasiveness of patron-client relations, in certain instances promoted and 
in others hindered or altered the implementation of the plan. From  the case study it is 
argued that, due to its very nature, central planning cannot incorporate the strategically 
important local factors which, in the final analysis, will determine the realization o f the 
plan. Knowledge of these factors can only be found in the local community but local 
people have no part in central planning procedures, and if they are to be allowed to 
influence the plan, it will no longer be "central".
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Prologue

The village of Ashena spreads out on both sides of the main gravel road to 
Addis Abeba. Everywhere the meadows are green and fertile on this October 
day. The little river which traverses the whole parish is still filled with water 
from the nearby hills. The long rainy season was good this year and lasted well 
into September. This can be seen both in the verdure of the grass and bushes 
and the level of water in the river. The water is so high that small children will 
not be able to cross it until the middle or end of November.

The church, the centre of Ashena life, is some thirty minutes’ walk away 
down a path to the left of the road. It is a small, round, once whitewashed 
building which overlooks much of the parish but is not visible from the main 
road. The landscape is too hilly to allow one to see that far. Priests and some 
parishioners are coming along the path from early mass. Today is Saint 
Gabriel’s day, which is specially celebrated by some people. Certain holidays 
are common for all parishioners while others, like St Gabriel’s day, are 
celebrated by only a few individuals. The churchgoers will not work in the 
fields today; to venerate a saint also means to abstain from hard work. The men 
talk about the year’s harvest; the general opinion is that the crops are growing 
nicely. One man adds, however, that one can never be sure until the crops are 
harvested; it is all in G od’s hands, he says. They continue talking until one 
after another turns off in the direction of his home.

From the hill at the church a lot of activity can be seen. People move in and 
out of the houses. A few men are busy in their fields, some women are on their 
way to the river with enseras (water cans) on their backs, and young boys and 
girls can be seen herding animals on the common and along the road. Down in 
the plain visibility is again limited. The big maize plants, still to be harvested, 
rise above man and house like a tall forest. In a month's time this will all look 
barren but now the stalks hinder anyone from peeping in on his neighbour. In 
one compound an old man is sitting on the porch letting the early morning sun 
warm up his stiff joints and relax them. Although it is October and the rains 
stopped almost a month ago the previous night was rather cold. A woman is 
moving in and out of the house with a brush, keeping up a halting conversation 
with the man. They are talking about a daughter-in-law who is soon to have a 
baby. The latter, living with her husband some twenty meters away, is



addressed now and then by the woman in a louder voice inquiring about her 
health and how the night has been. The old woman does not have to shout very 
loud though; sound carries far here.

In some of the fields men can be seen ploughing on their own. The fresh 
furrows indicate that they have already been busy for some time. They are 
preparing for the potatoes which will be planted in March. One family has not 
finished harvesting the barley. The man, his wife and older children are busily 
cutting and stacking the straw. They work hard together with little 
conversation. Crying is suddenly heard from under the tree nearby. The wife 
rises, walks over and picks up her baby. Sitting down under the shadow of the 
tree she nurses it. After a quarter of an hour she lays the silent infant down and 
rejoins the others. No large groups of people can be seen in any of the fields in 
Ashena. Only single men ploughing or husband, wife and children harvesting 
together.

Later in the day merry laughter can be heard from a big house on the other 
side of the road. A group of relatives, neighbours and friends are celebrating 
the wedding of Ejigu. His previous wife died two months ago and some think 
that he is remarrying too quickly. But he has had great difficulties managing his 
small children in spite of being looked after by his mother. The new wife, 
Birtukan, divorced her husband when they could not have any children. She is 
resplendent in her shining new white dress and beautiful jewellery. Outside are 
her animals which she brought with her. People say that her former husband 
did not want to divorce her because of the animals. And they look fine; one ox, 
broad in the shoulders, a young cow and two sheep. It is obvious to everyone 
that her animals are equal in value to those of her husband. His two oxen, 
although expensive when they were bought, are now getting old and he is lucky 
that she agreed to marry him without further economic compensation. But the 
betrothal sum was high, 50 Birr.

In another house lunch is being celebrated with chicken stew. A bebe 
promised Saint Gabriel that he would venerate him if only Gabriel would help 
to make his wife, Guday, healthy. Today is the first St Gabriel’s day since 
Guday regained her health and Gebre, Abebe’s best friend, and his wife, 
Meseret, are invited to lunch together with Abebe’s brother and his wife. 
Although the celebration is a happy one they are engaged in a serious 
discussion. Abebe and Guday intend to marry their 18-year old son next year 
and a lot of people will be invited. They now plan, a year in advance, what to 
cultivate on each plot so that they will have enough to feed their guests. The 
main concern is to get enough teff, which Abebe feels he must sow two years in



a row on the same plot, to have sufficient. Gebre warns him not to reckon on 
too much fertilizer since it is rumoured that prices are going up. If he plants nug 
in one field, however, he might be able to exchange it for te ff  in the market. 
Abebe says he will think it over and the subject is dropped.

While the adults eat and talk the children are silent, listening. They are fed 
titbits now and then by Abebe and Guday, although the latter is never still. She 
moves around fetching more injera and adding stew to the plate long before 
what she has served is eaten. When the adults have finished eating she again 
adds some injeras and stew to the plate, arranges the children in a circle and 
tells them to eat. They do not need more than one invitation to start. Nobody 
grabs at the food, however. Just like the adults, they eat slowly and carefully, 
while talking very quietly so as not to disturb them.

Late in the afternoon Mulualem can be seen walking with an ox across the 
fields. One of his own oxen died during the rains and today he has ploughed 
using G etnet’s ox. Yesterday Getnet ploughed his potato field with his own 
and Mulualem’s ox. It is hard when a man does not have a team of oxen of his 
own, but fortunate when he finds someone in a similar situation and they can 
exchange services. Since G etnet returned his ox yesterday by five o ’clock 
Mulualem feels that he must hurry. G etnet will expect his ox back at about the 
same time and Mulualem hits the ox lightly with his stick to make him go 
faster.

It does not take long before the sun sets and small groups of cows, calves, 
goats and sheep can be seen slowly wending their way home. They are 
followed by one or two youngsters, some siblings others cousins, with here and 
there an adult man. The day is soon over for outside activities. After seven in 
the evening only subdued voices can be heard from inside the houses as each 
family eats their dinner. Stillness reigns in the darkness. But from one house 
laughter and loud talk can be heard. Aynénesh has made arrake and her 
husband and brothers are making a feast of the occasion, telling jokes and 
laughing while drinking her brew. But even they have to go home in the end, 
and then it is only the barking of dogs which can be heard in Ashena.

Meanwhile, in the capital of Addis Abeba a plan is being designed to change 
the structure of agricultural production. The revolution nationalized all land 
and each household was allotted a plot commensurate with the number of 
family members. Production is slow to increase, however. Scarcity of capital 
and means of production call for rationalizations. The new plan is intended to 
build up socialism in the countryside and prevent the resurgence of capitalism.



Small individual holdings are to be transformed into large-scale production 
units suitable for modem technologies. To make rational use of the available 
resources agricultural production is to be carried out according to production 
plans. The plan is encapsulated in the Directives for the Establishment of 
Producers Cooperatives, drawn up by the Provisional Military Administrative 
Council, the Ethiopian government, in 1979.
The five principal ideas inscribed in the Directives are the following:

1) that membership must be voluntary. Since under the feudal-capitalist 
regime people have got used to working and thinking only for themselves, it is 
necessary when they join the Producers Cooperative that they do so of their 
own free will. Compulsory membership would be counter to the purpose of the 
cooperative;
2) that Producers Cooperatives must be democratic. An elected committee is 
to guide the work of the cooperative. If the decisions of the members are not 
respected and implemented, the committee must be re-elected;
3) that the principle directing work and remuneration in the Producers 
Cooperative must be from each according to his ability, to each according to 
his work;
4) that the Producers Cooperative must work according to plan. A general plan 
is to guide production in the whole country, and each cooperative must adapt 
its own plan to the general plan as well as to the wishes of its membership and 
the plans of other cooperatives in order to be able to achieve its goals;
5) that the Producers Cooperative must educate its membership. Members 
must be freed from the reactionary customs inherited from the feudal era to 
receive knowledge that is scientific and technically correct.

The plan is characterized by the desire to make the utmost use of science. 
Poverty in the countryside is to be eradicated and prosperity achieved by 
scientific methods. Equality is to be upheld through people’s own vigilance. 
The present study is an account of life in Ashena, and the encounter between 
the central plan for Producers Cooperatives and the Ashena local reality.



Introduction

The Problem

After the revolution in Ethiopia and the deposition of Emperor Haile Selassie 
in 1974, the new military government embarked upon what was called ”a 
socialist road” . The government’s initial and major revolutionary act, in 1975, 
was to proclaim the public ownership of all rural land. This proclamation was 
the first of many acts aimed at socializing the country’s main resources and at 
accelerating the pace of economic development. In line with these endeavours 
Directives were issued by the government in 1979 for the establishment of 
Producers Cooperatives. The purpose of these cooperatives, which can be 
compared with the Soviet kolkhozes, was to stop ”exploitation” by promoting 
collective ownership of the means of production and to increase productivity 
by organizing people in collective work groups. Membership in the Producers 
Cooperatives in Ethiopia was optional, however.

The principal issue dealt with in the present case study is: W hat happens 
when a national plan o f  this kind is implemented in a peasant community, 
and why does what happens actually occur? In Ashena, an Amhara 
community in Gojyam, a Producers Cooperative (PC) was established in 
1979, in accordance with the new Directives. The main purpose of the 
Producers Cooperative was to change the organization of production into new 
forms allegedly more productive and egalitarian than those which had 
predominated earlier.

The implementation of such a plan can be conceived of as an encounter 
between the mediators of the plan, that is the local officials, and the peasants. 
The plan itself is an important part of the encounter since it represents the 
conglomerate of ideas and wishes that high-level officials have identified 
themselves with and want implemented. To understand what happened in this 
encounter in Ashena we must look at it from both a historical and a 
contemporary perspective. Norms and values which guide people in an



interaction form patterns of behaviour which do not change overnight, not even 
in times of revolutionary upheaval. Rather, they develop, adapt and change as 
the result of a long process. The behaviour of peasants and local officials and 
the content and form of plans will therefore only become intelligible when set 
within the framework both of past historical events and of existing social and 
cultural patterns.

I shall approach the main question of ”W hat happened in Ashena when the 
Producers Cooperative was introduced and why” from three different 
perspectives. The first perspective places the individual peasant households 
and their actions in focus. I ask the question: W hy did  some people jo in  the 
cooperative and why did the others, the majority, decide not to jo in?  The 
important point to remember here is that the Producers Cooperative, unlike the 
land reform, was optional. People could choose to become members or to 
abstain from membership. E ither choice was perfectly possible, but what were 
the reasons that made some join and others not?

The second perspective allows us to gauge the impact of the local culture on 
the implementation of the plan. It can be phrased as follows: H ow did local 
norms, values and ways o f  behaving affect the actual functioning o f  the 
Producers Cooperative once it was established? National planning is by 
definition an activity performed at the macro level. Knowledge about local 
ecological, economic and cultural characteristics is difficult to obtain at the 
centre and hard to incorporate in a plan. As a result, the locally specific is 
usually left aside in macro plans. Despite being neglected these local 
particularities have, however, proved to be important to the implementation of 
plans. During the present study it became essential to pinpoint them and try to 
find out what actually constituted their impact.

According to the third perspective I shall view the events in the light of the 
plan itself, its objectives and rationale. My question is: W hat were the effects o f  
the implementation in relation to the objectives set out, and were these effects 
the intended or the unintended consequences o f  the induced change? The plan 
had been developed in a particular political climate and was based on a number 
of, often implicit, assumptions. In this situation it is important to find out if 
what had been planned to happen actually did take place and to search for an 
explanation of both the expected and the unexpected consequences.

These three perspectives will, it is hoped, facilitate an understanding of what 
happened in Ashena when a Producers Cooperative was established there. In 
selecting these three approaches it is important to be aware of their impact on 
the story being told. The researcher’s choice of perspective defines what



should be studied. The narrower the focus the greater the risk that other 
important factors, which are not the main object of the research, will be 
omitted. In the present study I have chosen to focus on the, in planning 
contexts, oft-neglected local community. Economic, historical or political 
studies of development interventions, in general, base their discussion on the 
macro level where the planners are the main focus. A  clear distinction is 
usually made between members of the government, the planners and the plans 
as such. The local society is, on the other hand, often only very vaguely 
described. In the present study I have taken the opposite tack. As a 
consequence, planners, members of the government, higher- level government 
employees and the plans themselves are not discussed in detail. I am aware 
that the picture sometimes appears blurred and that all the units now and then 
seemingly merge into the one category, the ”planners” . Nevertheless, this is a 
logical consequence of my approach. W hen taking the perspective of the 
peasants and looking upwards, towards the abode of power, from very far 
down, it is difficult to distinguish different categories of people, particularly 
when they all, from this perspective, have the appearance of being rulers. The 
indistinctness of the picture may not only be caused by the distance and the 
worm's-eye perspective, however. The merging of the different categories can 
also be the result of an on-going process during which, as described by 
Robertson (1984:87), ” increasingly, political and technical roles merge, 
uncomfortably and ambiguously, in the planning agencies themselves” . Under 
such circumstances decisions regarding plans also become political decisions 
and the distinction between politicians, planners and administrators becomes 
vague even to those most closely involved in the process.

M ethod

-  Study Design

The question of what happened in Ashena and why, when the Producers 
Cooperative was introduced, and the three perspectives according to which the 
events described are analyzed, constitute the principal issues dealt with in this 
book. These questions were, however, not in the forefront when the study was 
planned and when I entered the field, but emerged during my fieldwork and 
during the years when the data were being analyzed. The three general aims



stated in my research application were actually as follows:

1 ) To study the process of formation of an agricultural Producers Cooperative 
and its effects on the economic activities as well as the social and political 
behaviour of its members in general and of women in particular.
2) To study the role that a Producers Cooperative can play in promoting rural 
development.
3) To analyze possible cultural, economic, social or political constraints that 
may hinder women from changing their status, something that independent 
female membership of a Producers Cooperative would seem to imply.

The second aim, to study the role a PC can play in promoting rural 
development, was in a way the major objective of my research as it blended 
with hopes that, during my fieldwork, I was going to witness concrete changes 
in the living conditions of the people. It was my expectation that household 
after household would join the Producers Cooperative, work efficiently 
together and increase production. The only people who I imagined could be 
against the PC as an institution were the big landowners. These were the ideas 
I set out with. As is common, however, the reality that confronted me proved to 
be much more complex than my visions and scattered knowledge had led me to 
expect. People did not rush to join the PC. On the contrary, a majority 
remained outside it, apparently in no hurry at all to join. Furthermore, however 
much I searched I could not find any big landowners who could be the natural 
opponents of the PC. Thus emerged the need to understand the events that 
were taking place and the study came to incorporate not only the impact of the 
plan on the livelihood of the people but also the impact of the local reality on 
the implementation of the plan. It was then that the principal issue, mentioned 
above, was formulated and began to guide my research.

- Collecting Data

F ieldwork
Fieldwork was carried out in Ashena in D  angl a woreda from August 1980 to 
the middle of June 1 9 8 1 .1 had by then lived in Ethiopia since the autumn of 
1973. During the years preceding the fieldwork in Ashena I made various 
studies of living conditions and decision-making within peasant households in 
different parts of the country. From 1974 to 1978 I lived in Bahar D ar, some



60 km from Dangla, with my husband and children teaching history for about 
two years in the town’s secondary school. A t the same time I worked as a 
member of the executive committee of the women’s association (W A) in my 
kebbele1.

The closeness of the research area to Bahar D ar where I spent so many years 
facilitated my work in Ashena. During my time in Bahar D ar I became familiar 
with the type of Amarinja spoken in the Gojjam region which eased 
communication between people in Ashena and myself. I had also taken part in 
many of the day-to-day activities and celebrations of my friends and 
neighbours in town, which later made my enculturation into the way of life of 
the people in Ashena easier since many of the traditions encountered in town 
were also embraced there.

Even professionally neither Dangla nor Ashena were new to me when I 
started my fieldwork. Between August 1979 and M ay 1980 I had made a 
comparative study of women in two woredas2, one of which was Dangla. The 
study was based on a sample of Peasant Associations (PA) in the respective 
woredas, and one of the PAs in Dangla was at Ashena. During interviews I had 
had the opportunity to become acquainted with several people in Ashena, 
some of whom later became very close friends. In this way the comparative 
study not only provided me with personal acquaintances but also improved my 
knowledge of the conditions in the area.

A s s is ta n t
Before even entering the field I hired a young woman, Tiruye Admassu, to 
work as my assistant during the data collection period. Tiruye had been 
employed by me during the previous study in Dangla and I had admired her 
good interviewing and respectful approach towards respondents. W e worked 
together in the field watching, talking, interviewing. Already during the first 
interviews I noticed that people became hesitant as soon as I or Tiruye took out 
pen or pencil. After a while we did not even try taking notes, nor did we tape our 
interviews. Instead we sat down every evening to reminisce about what we had 
heard and observed during the day, which I then wrote down. Tiruye’s being

1 A kebbele is a geographically delimited town dwellers’ or rural dwellers’ association. In 
Bahar D ar there were 13 kebbeles at the time, each with its own W omen’s and Youth 
Association.
2 See Poluha 1980.



from the area was extremely valuable and on many issues she became a key 
informant. She did not speak English, but she was skilful in translating 
expressions in Gojjam Amarinja into the Amarinja that I by then commanded. 
Thereby she greatly improved my knowledge of both language and culture.

Survey
I started the fieldwork with a survey of the whole population in Ashena. Going 
from house to house meant that I got an overview of the population and 
geography of the area while acquainting people both with the study and with 
myself (letting them observe me proved to be important). The questionnaire 
(see appendix A) dealt with demographic issues, questions relating to 
production and material assets, and information about political positions. One 
part of the questionnaire was discussed with the husband and the other with the 
wife, when both were present. W hen not, the one who was present was asked to 
answer for both. Questions relating to production figures proved to give the 
most fascinating and contradictory information. The figures could not be used 
as data for comparing households’ economic status. They proved beyond any 
doubt, however, that income from land was an extremely sensitive issue in 
Ashena.

The main benefit obtained from the survey was that it gave me opportunities 
to talk to members of all the different categories of households existing within 
the borders of the Peasant Association and to get glimpses of their life. These 
early impressions made it clear to me that, in spite of the fact that, at first 
glance, people appeared to be living under very similar circumstances, the 
opportunities open to households could vary a lot depending on their assets. 
This insight into the economic heterogeneity of households that I gained early 
on in my work was essential for my later understanding of why the option, 
which the Producers Cooperative represented, could be so differently 
interpreted by the various households in the area.

Inform al Interviews
I made the first informal interviews already when I conducted the survey and 
found the situation to be congenial to ” small talk” . M ost of the early interviews 
consisted in asking people to tell their life histories; this was also the subject of 
many of the later informal interviews. The fact that the later interviews were 
conducted with individuals who had become friends or at least were much 
closer to me than in the survey situation, made it possible to ask them questions 
regarding the household’s economy, their views about the PC, and relations



between husband and wife and between parents and children. These were 
sensitive questions that it would have been impolite to ask distant acquain
tances to elaborate upon.

O bserva tions
People’s actions and interactions were observed in several different settings. 
Much time was spent in and around the homes of some PC members and 
non-members alike. The interactions between individuals in the household and 
between them and visiting relatives or guests yielded a lot of information on the 
functioning of the household in general and on gender issues in particular. 
Other important types of interaction took place during religious celebrations 
by the congregation in Ashena, and political meetings between Ashena people 
and government employees both in the parish and in Dangla. The market place 
in Dangla where Ashena people interacted both with each other and with 
people from neighbouring parishes was yet another important arena 
of observation. I ventured into some of these contexts with particular questions 
in mind, issues that I felt needed clarification. Mostly, however, I did not 
choose the situations to get answers to particular questions but used 
participation as the main means for learning as much as possible about the 
people and their society.

-  Interpreting the Data

Back from the field, I tried systematically to analyze my material from the 
perspective provided by the questions I had posed to myself at the outset. 
There was, however, another question in my mind which for years obstructed 
my work. I asked myself -  and the question was also posed to me by others -  
whether or not I considered PCs to be a good solution for the peasants and the 
problems they were facing. In trying to answer this question, I could see that 
there were some positive aspects of the PC I had observed in Ashena but also 
that there were many negative sides. W hat frustrated me, however, was the 
difficulty in sorting out those features that could be considered general and part 
of the setting up of a PC anywhere from those that were particular to the 
Ashena context. I gradually realized that I could not approach my data in this 
way. Since I had collected information with other aims and expectations in 
mind, I had to develop my questions along the lines according to which the data 
had been collected. The issue of why some people had joined and others not
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came again to dominate my approach. Analyzing the possible answers, I 
recognized the importance of a closer study of the rationale and aims of PCs as 
well as the relevance of the local culture for understanding people’s options 
and the course of events in Ashena.

As shown by W allman (1984: 21,24ff.) choices and opportunities open to 
individual action are, as a rule, strictly circumscribed by the specific position a 
person or household occupies in the opportunity structure. A household with 
few material assets or channels of information is more restricted in its 
behaviour and has less options available than one with more abundant 
resources. Due to the differential access to material and other resources each 
household therefore becomes a unique unit. I found it necessary to study the 
opportunity structure, particularly the economic framework in Ashena which 
could act both as a limitation and a resource to the different households in their 
economic strategies. I have also tried to depict what I see as the social 
framework in Ashena, such as the descent groups, the religious associations 
and the residential units, as well as the less easily perceptible cultural pattern 
of norms and values.

To join the cooperative meant to initiate change. All change can, however, 
as M arris (1974) points out, imply losses as well as gains. Both can occur at 
the same time. The various consequences that membership entailed and how 
they were envisaged beforehand, whether they were of an economic, 
residential, political or cultural kind, and whether they were positive or 
negative, were therefore important to the understanding of what happened in 
Ashena.

The picture of the PC that has emerged is based on people’s statements 
about why they joined or did not join, observations of their actions, and 
statements made by them in other contexts. The information obtained in this 
way has made it possible for me to try to sort out ” the logic of the situation” 
facing the people in Ashena. Jarvie (1967 and 1972) discusses situational 
logic as the basic explanatory model of the social sciences and defines it 
(1972:5) as ”explanation of human behaviour as attempts to achieve goals or 
aims with limited means” . The idea is derived from Poppers (1963:265) 
discussion of explanation in history: ” ...most historical explanation makes 
tacit use, not so much of trivial sociological and psychological laws, but of 
what I have called., the logic o f  the situation·, that is to say, besides the initial 
conditions describing personal interests, aims, and other situational factors, 
such as the information available to the person concerned, it tacitly assumes... 
the trivial general law that sane persons as a rule act more or less rationally.”



Both membership and non-membership in the PC can be seen as means for 
people to obtain their goals.

The main body of the descriptive material that is presented and on which the 
analysis is based deals with relations between household members in Ashena. 
The tasks of men and women and their responsibilities towards each other and 
the household as a unit are given foremost attention. There is quite an 
extensive literature on the life of the Amharas in the twentieth century. Much 
of the research has appeared in the form of dissertations, but there are also a 
number of monographs and articles. Some of the issues discussed in the 
present study have been extensively dealt with in these publications. For 
example, the patron-client relationship and its various appearances, as well as 
the individualistic approach that the Amharas take towards work, are issues 
discussed at length by Hoben (1963, 1970), W eissleder (1965), Levine 
(1972, 1974) and Reminick (1973, 1975). There is, however, very little 
documentation on the role and status of the Amhara women. The fact that 
women were entitled to inherit land-use rights has been mentioned e.g. by 
Hoben (1963), but the implications of this privilege and of the women’s 
individual access to animals at marriage have been given scant attention. It is 
evident from this study that the autonomous access of Christian Amhara 
women to economic resources has important implications for the functioning 
of the marriage and the household as a whole. The influence of the woman does 
not stop at the fence of the household compound, however. I suggest that the 
role of women also affects the society as a whole, as could be witnessed by 
some of their actions when the Producers Cooperative was set up.

I have found it useful to think of people’s interactions in Ashena as taking 
place within different spheres or domains, the most prominent of which are 
those of economic resource control, of work organization, of social interaction 
and of religious activity. The principle for regulating interaction between 
people can differ between spheres, a fact which is of decisive importance for 
understanding the impact of the P C . The principles of interaction I focus on are 
different types of reciprocity. Following Sahlins’( l 972) distinction, emphasis 
is put on balanced versus generalized reciprocity. Balanced reciprocity 
presupposes that a quid pro quo relationship prevails, a situation which entails 
much weaker bonds than generalized reciprocity which is based upon trust 
between the parties. In Ashena the principle of balanced reciprocity seems 
most frequently to guide interactions in the sphere of economic resource 
control and of work organization, while the principle of generalized reciprocity 
more often can be found in interpersonal relations taking place in the sphere of



social interaction or of religious activity. To understand people’s perceptions 
of the Producers Cooperative it is important to remember the distinction 
between balanced and generalized reciprocity, because while the PC plan is 
based on a relationship of trust and elements of generalized reciprocity most 
non-PC economic and work relations are characterized by balanced 
reciprocity.

Another important principle with regard to Ashena relationships is the one 
which regulates interactions between patrons and clients. As documented for 
other Amhara areas (W eissleder 1965 and Reminick 1973:41ff), patron- 
client relations in Ashena are characterized by an exchange of goods and 
services in which neither the values nor the content of what is exchanged is 
commensurable. While both balanced and generalized reciprocal relations 
indicate an equality of status between the parties engaged in the interaction, 
patron-client relations as discussed here are not only hierarchical but also 
contain elements of exploitation. This does not fall in line with Paine’s (1971) 
assumption that what is exchanged between the patron and the client is of 
”equal worth” . In the Ashena or general Ethiopian context the prestations 
made by the clients are considered by patrons and clients alike to be of less 
value than those made by the patron. The reason why less value is attached to 
the offerings of the client is, however, not the quality of the goods or services as 
such (rather the other way round if a market price is attached to goods or 
services), but follows from the unequal power relationship3 which makes it 
impossible for a client to obtain what he wants except by means of the patron. 
Unlike Paine’s (ibid) notion of clients as passive parties to the relationship 
once it is formed, but like the peasants-clients in Colleverde described by 
Silverman (1977:14), Ashena clients are active and independent. As in other 
Ethiopian contexts, clients in Ashena can even break with their patron when 
they find it preferable to do so. In this study the focus of attention will be on the 
reappearance in the new institutions of some of these old forms and 
expressions of patron-client relations.

In the discussion about the meaning of the cooperative reference is made to 
some of the literature on Producers Cooperatives. The various publications 
mentioned have a somewhat different emphasis. The volume edited by 
Worsley (1971) pays a lot of attention to the origins of cooperative societies in 
Europe and the question whether the ideas behind these societies are

3 C f also Scott 1977:22 ff.



compatible with communal ownership and cooperation in Africa. This was 
also the focus of the two publications edited by W idstrand (1970 and 1972), 
which in addition put great emphasis on the subject of efficiency in cooperative 
work, a problem that general experience has shown to be important. The 
anthropological volume edited by Nash and Hopkins (1976) brings together 
cooperative experiences from all over the world and points out the similarity of 
problems encountered, such as ineffectiveness and lack of morale on the part of 
members. Economic questions are in the forefront in the volume edited by 
D om er (1977) and the article by Ellman (1981), both of which, however, also 
pay attention to the issue of members' involvement and the different levels at 
which this is crucial. The recently edited volume by Hedlund (1988) has the 
relationship between cooperatives and the state as one of its main topics, while 
also paying attention to local participation. Finally, Humphrey’s book (1983) 
is a unique anthropological case study of the Soviet Union in which, in spite of 
a short period in the field, she is able to provide a deep understanding of the 
intricate web of relationships that can make a collective work. It is my hope 
that the present case study will add to the general knowledge of the functioning 
of Producers Cooperatives and contribute to an understanding of the great 
complexity of the issue.

By focusing on a Producers Cooperative in Ethiopia, the present study also 
becomes part of an already extensive literature on political and economic 
developments since the revolution in that country. Previous empirical studies 
in the agricultural sector have focused both on the land reform and the 
establishment of Service and Producers Cooperatives. Important topics of 
investigation have been the general effects of the land reform (Ståhl 1977, 
Aster Akalu 1982), its structural implications (Alula/Fassil 1983), the 
popular view of the new organizations (Alemneh Dejene 1987), the role and 
performance of the organizations (Alula Abate 1983,Fassil Kiros 1984, Ståhl 
1988) and the question of the degree to which the goals of equalization and 
increased production have been achieved (Tesfaye Teklu 1979, Dessalegn 
Rahmeto 1984, Mengistu Woube 1986, Mekonnen Getu 1987, Cohen/ 
Isaksson 1987). M ost of the empirical research on the effects of the land 
reform, including the present study, seem to agree on the fact that an 
equalization of access to land has actually been obtained. On the other hand, 
there has been no increase in productivity. This is a common observation, 
although the attention given to the question of productivity differs between the 
authors, depending on its importance for their lines of argument.

Two main trends which also reflect the international debate on the issue can



be discerned in the explanations given for the lack of improvement in 
productivity and in the remedial measures suggested. One interpretation leads 
to a plea for better plans, more comprehensive in scope and more thoroughly 
worked out (e.g.Mengistu W oube 1986:163). Together with increased 
resources, such plans will, it is hoped, make an increase in productivity 
possible. The other interpretation sees people’s participation as the key to all 
development (cf.Mekonnen Getu 1987) and questions the view that genuine 
popular participation has actually taken place in Ethiopia. Experiences from 
Ashena indicate the importance of local participation, but they also underline 
the need for a new approach to the planning process.

O rganization o f  the Book

In chapter 2 ,1 shall present the historical background and cultural context that 
constituted the framework for the planned change in Ashena. The chapter 
focuses on the relations between the peasants and the state and the role of the 
land and the Church in this relationship. Chapter 3 is a description of both the 
plan for land reform and the plan for a Producers Cooperative. The description 
of the two plans is based on the laws themselves as well as on my personal 
understanding of the ideological context and assumptions behind the land 
reform proclamation.

Chapter 4 discusses the household, how it is reproduced and how its 
members relate to each other depending both on gender and age. The social 
reproduction which takes place within the domestic group is defined here as 
composed, on the one hand, of the enculturation or training of the new-born 
into the roles cast for them and, on the other, of the instalment of these 
individuals in their roles or new positions. The tendency which by tradition 
seems to be enhanced in Ashena is towards an economic and social 
independence of the spouses vis-à-vis each other, combined with a strong 
interdependence between them in the production process.

In chapter 5 the economic conditions and patterns of production of the 
Ashena household are depicted. Ashena is an economically heterogeneous 
society in which access to resources varies between households. As a result all 
households have to devise informal production plans and adapt these to their 
particular resources and needs. The reflection of such a plan can be found in a 
household’s income and expenditure pattem, an example of which is presented 
and discussed. While men and women cooperate when planning their



economie Strategies, their main areas of responsibility differ. Men initiate and 
control farming activities and women are in charge of the "budget” , doing their 
best to make the harvested crops last the whole year.

Social relations outside the household are discussed in chapter 6. As is 
shown in previous chapters, most interactions between individuals in Ashena 
have a dyadic rather than a group basis. They are mostly contractual in the 
sense that the principle ” if you do this for me I shall do that for you” reigns. 
Most tasks are, however, performed by a man and/or woman individually, or 
in the company of younger members of the household. Cooperation with 
members from other households is unusual and when it happens it is mostly 
performed between friends. Only social celebrations, particularly those with 
religious connotations, are activities in which the whole parish takes part.

In chapter 7 the implementation of the land reform and the different 
associations and institutions which are part of it are described. A t the time of 
my fieldwork the land reform had already been in effect for five years. The 
events that had occurred and the emotions which had been stirred up during its 
implementation were therefore no longer in the forefront of people’s minds. 
M any of their experiences with regard to the land reform seemed to have been 
superseded by the more recent occurrence of the Producers Cooperative. The 
fact that the aim of the study from the outset was to get a better understanding 
of the Producers Cooperative also led to a scantiness in the descriptive 
material on the implementation of the land reform. In spite of this, the plan, the 
assumptions behind it and the experiences of its implementation are dealt with 
separately because it can be seen as a precursor to the Producers Cooperative. 
The analysis in chapter 7 focuses on the impact of the land reform on the daily 
lives of the Ashena people. The discussion of the changes which have occurred 
takes as its point of departure the earlier description of the relations within and 
outside the household.

In chapter 8 the establishment of the Ashena Producers Cooperative is 
described. The description is followed by a discussion of who joined and who 
did not join the PC, based on people’s statements on the issue as well as 
observations made during the study. The emphasis of the discussion is on the 
economic reasons for both membership and non-membership

In chapter 9 local cultural factors and people’s interpretations of the ideas 
behind Producers Cooperatives are highlighted as other important reasons for 
the stance taken towards the Ashena PC. The perspectives in which these 
factors are discussed are those of the questions presented at the beginning of 
this introductory chapter. Such an approach allows us to look at local factors



and the theory and practice of Producers Cooperatives in a wider context than 
would have been possible had recruitment considerations alone been in 
focus.

In the final chapter the Ashena experiences are set in the wider context of 
planning and implementation in general. Some of the specific characteristics of 
each category of people involved like the local population, the planners and the 
implementors, are dealt with as well as those particular qualities inherent in 
their common encounter. When looked at from this perspective, the encounter 
exhibits several contradictory features which, I suggest, may be a key to the 
planning and implementation process as a whole.



Peasants, Land and the State

Local Setting

The parish of Ashena, which is one of 51 Peasant Associations in D angl a 
woreda1, spreads out on both sides of the old main road running northwest 
from Addis Abeba to Bahar Dar. The distance to Addis Abeba in the south is 
approximately 500 km. D angla, 10 km to the north of Ashena, is the 
administrative capital both for the awraja, Agaw Meder, and for the woreda, 
D angla, to which it belongs.

D angla woreda is made up of a gently rolling plateau, which decreases in 
elevation from the south to the north and northeast. The average altitude is 
slightly above 2000 m and the climate is temperate. The area is typical of the 
highland part of Gojjam where most of the region’s inhabitants live on the lava 
plateau at an altitude of 2000 to 3000 meters above sea level. The average 
temperature in Dangla town is 18.5° С and the annual rainfall about 1310mm. 
The peasants themselves distinguish between three different seasons. The 
first, Bega, is the dry season from October to the end of M ay, which is 
sometimes interrupted by the small rains in M arch, the Belg. This is followed 
by the early rains in June which introduce the main rainy season, Keremt, from 
July to September. Agriculture is, with very few exceptions, rain-based and 
most of the ploughing and sowing takes place during the main rainy season. 
The months of October and November are not identified as a separate season 
but are called the ”months of all the flowers” , since after the rains the whole 
countryside is coloured by the most beautiful plants. There are no large 
seasonal variations in temperature and the climate is agreeable to both human 
beings and animals.

1 In 1981 there were fourteen administrative regions in Ethiopia, each being further divided 
into awrajas or districts and woredas or subdistricts. M ost peasants in the country were 
organized into Peasant Associations of which there were some 20,000.



Compared with other parts of Ethiopia, the study area is rather advan
tageously situated in a district with good conditions for growth. The density of 
the population, 71 persons/km2 is, however, high even when seen in relation to 
that of the rest of Goju am which has 50 persons/km2. W hen compared with 
such areas as Bale, for example, with its 7 persons/km2, the density becomes 
even more pronounced.

D angl a is a predominantly cereal-producing woreda, the major crops being 
te ff (eragrostis teff is grown on more than 50%  of the cultivated land), finger 
millet, maize and barley. A t the end of the 1970's these four covered about 
95% of the cultivated area. On the remaining 5% oil seeds, pulses, potatoes 
and cabbage were grown (Tesfaye 1979:81). A farmer usually cultivates four 
to five different types of crops a year. According to the study just quoted, a 
majority of the families had at least two cows and two oxen (ibid:36). In my 
survey of Ashena (Table 5:3), only 44%  of the households had two oxen or 
more. The survey figures referring exclusively to male-headed households, 
however, give 52%  as having two oxen or more, which corresponds more 
closely to Tesfaye’s data, which may have been arrived at in the same way. In 
almost every home there were hens and many families also had donkeys.

Even before 1975, when the land reform was proclaimed at the national 
level, there were no big landowners in Dangla. This was in contrast to what 
could be found particularly in the western and southern parts of Ethiopia. The 
land redistribution, which in Gojjam as a whole started as late as 1978, further 
strengthened the already existing equality in holdings, and their size came to be 
closely related to the size of each household. Because of the density of 
population coupled with the existing technology, the relative equality between 
households did nothing to alleviate the experience of serious land shortage. 
The general population growth, together with a loss of soil fertility and in some 
areas severe soil erosion, were important factors affecting the size of the area 
needed for economic survival. This, in turn, influenced the land acreage that 
could be allotted for grazing, so that both the quantity and quality of the 
domestic animals were affected. The inferior and sometimes insufficient feed 
available for the animals was seen by the peasants as an important reason why 
their oxen had less and less traction power for ploughing. A t the same time, 
there was no unused land that could be made available for grazing or put under 
the plough. Since the peasants were unaware of any alternative methods of 
increasing their economic output they found themselves in a steadily 
deteriorating situation.



Ethnie H istory

The population in Ashena regard themselves in general as Amharas, although 
they recognize their first ancestor as being of Oromo origin and many of their 
maternal grandparents, mothers and wives as being Agaws. The presence of 
many ethnic groups is therefore acknowledged, while at the same time it 
appears as if people do not strictly uphold the boundaries between the groups. 
This, somewhat unusual, ethnic situation has its own historical explanation.

The Agaws are an ancient Cushitic people considered to be one of the 
earliest inhabitants of highland Ethiopia. They had settled in different parts of 
the country long before the influx of the Semitic-speaking peoples who came 
from Yemen between 1000 and 400 B.C. (Doresse 1959:21). The contacts 
between the original Cushitic peoples and the immigrating Semitic peoples 
resulted in the slow emergence of distinct language groups such as the speakers 
of Amarinja and Tigrinja.

The western extension of the Agaw-speaking peoples is assumed to have 
reached the region of Lake Tana and the sources of the Blue Nile by the 
beginning of the sixth century A .D .2 The Agaws dominated what is now called 
the Gojjam region until the beginning of the sixteenth century. A t that time the 
eastern part bordering on the Abay was transformed into a distinctly Christian 
and Amhara country (Tadesse Tam rat 1972:203).

Agaw-speaking communities are today scattered over different parts of the 
Gonder3 and Gojjam regions. In Gojjam the biggest group live in Agaw Meder 
awraja. According to oral tradition these Agaws only recently came to 
Gojjam, however. One informant depicted the history of the Agaw settlement 
in Agaw M eder in the following words:

In the beginning of the reign of emperor Yohannes ( 1872-1889) nobody 
lived in the country of Agaw Meder. Then three brothers came from 
Sekotta in Wollo to Gimja Bet, a parish in Agaw Meder. When they saw 
the land they were astounded by its natural vegetation, fertility and 
verdure. There were lots of wild fruits and berries as well as wild animals 
whose meat could be eaten. Soon they decided to return to Sekotta to 
inform their brothers and relatives about this wonderful place. First, 
however, they decided to choose their own areas of preference,

2 For a discussion of this part of the Ethiopian history see Tadesse Tam rat 1972:27ff.
3 See e.g. Gam st 1969.



otherwise they were afraid that they might later quarrel with their 
brothers. One chose Metekil, one Ankesha and the third preferred 
Shashna (all present-day place names).

W hen the brothers returned to Sekotta they informed all their 
relatives about the place of abundance that they had found, which was so 
fertile that nobody needed to work in order to eat. To convince 
everybody about the truth of the matter they showed samples of the 
different kinds of fruits and berries that they had brought with them. 
Thus everybody could see and taste what nature offered in that land of 
bounty. Four of the brothers were convinced upon seeing and hearing all 
this and decided to leave with their brothers. The four latecomers settled 
in their own areas, Bandja (Banj), Kwakora (Kwakor), Chara (Chari) 
and Tumwiha (Turn) which since then are called by their names. 
Together, the seven brothers asked emperor Yohannes for permission to 
live in the chosen area. This permission was granted to them, after some 
delay.

Today a majority of the inhabitants in Gojjam consider themselves to be 
Ambaras. Apart from Gojjam, Ambaras are mainly found in the regions of 
Gonder, Shoa and Wollo, but they can also be found in smaller numbers in 
most other parts of Ethiopia. The Ambaras and the Tigres, with whom the 
Ambaras are historically, socially and culturally closely related, together 
make up approximately 40% of Ethiopia’s population.

According to the oral traditions of the people in Ashena, who are neighbours 
of the present-day Agaws, their first ancestor was of Oromo origin, something 
that is also indicated by his name, Весе, as well as by those of his sons. The 
tradition of how the Ashena people originated was told by one informant as 
follows:

The people in most of Dangla woreda are not of Agaw origin, but came 
later than the Agaws. Our first ancestor was called Весе. Nobody knows 
from where he came, but they say that he was of Oromo origin. When he 
arrived the Agaws were already in their area. Весе settled in Zunga 
Mikael. He had three sons, called Arsi, Abeci and Turai. Весе himself 
had an area of 120gashas4. These were later divided by his sons so that 
Arsi took 30 in Zunga Mikael, Abeci took 30 in Ligebba Medhani Alem 
and Turai took 60. Turai’s area covered three parishes, Ashena, Burenti 
and Zunga. All three together were called after Turai and tax was also 
paid in his name until very recently.5

4 One gasha equals approximately 40 ha.
5 Old people in Ashena still remember having paid their taxes in the name of Turai.



Turai built the church in Ashena and consecrated it to Abbo. He was 
a very rich man. He had seven sons to whom he left seven gashas each. 
The rest of the land was distributed to various other people engaged in 
work for the church.

Turai’s youngest son was W odadje, who married two wives. His first 
wife lived with him in Ashena. He also wanted the second one to join 
him there, but she said that she did not want to join him in a place where 
he already had his first wife. Instead she asked him to build another 
church for her which should be in her own area. Wodadje agreed to this 
and built her a church called Bale Egziabher. Thereafter he lived with 
his two wives, staying one week with each. Living like this his first wife 
gave birth to many children, while the second never had any. Therefore 
Wodadje divorced her; she remarried later and had many children.

W e, the people who are now living and farming in Ashena, are the 
descendants of the children Wodadje had by his first wife. We have 
always lived in peace with the Agaws. During Turai’s time, his father 
Весе and the Agaws divided the land and agreed on the borders. 
Although there could be quarrels between them, they never touched 
each other’s land. Even today we want Agaw women as our wives and 
we want our sisters and daughters to marry them because they are very 
hard-working.

W hatever the historical truth of these traditions they nevertheless illustrate 
that several different ethnic groups used to be, and still are, living in Agaw 
Meder. In the stories Agaws, Oromos and Amharas are mentioned. The 
presence of many language groups in one area is a common feature in 
Ethiopia.6 The relationship between the groups was such that intermarriage, as 
in the case of present-day Agaws and Amharas, was not only common but also 
highly appreciated. All along, promoted by this peaceful relationship, together 
with the political dominance by the Amhara, a steady Amharization process 
was going on, with more and more people of Agaw origin forgetting their 
language and adapting to and adopting Amarinja, especially, of course, the 
children of Agaw-Amhara unions. A t the time of my visit the people in 
Ashena, although referring to their great ancestor as Весе, an Oromo, 
considered themselves mainly as Amharas. In Ashena 92% of the men and 
88% of the women pronounced themselves to be of Amhara origin. The rest 
stated that they were Agaws, with the exception of one man who said he was 
Oromo.

6 F or a comprehensive discussion on migration patterns in Ethiopia and their close connection 
with ethnicity and gender see Bjerén 1985.



K inship and Land7

Land was never individually owned in Gojjam and Ashena. Instead of 
inheriting particular plots, people inherited rights to cultivate land. These 
rights resided with the descendants of the founder of a village, who was usually 
the one who had first settled there and had built the parish church. His or her 
descendants of either sex had the right to cultivate a share of the land. With 
each generation there was, ideally, an equal division of land amongst all the 
children of the same parents. The size of their shares depended upon their own 
and their parents’ position in the genealogical charter of the village or parish. 
Their rights did not inhere in a specific plot, however, but the land was divided 
into pieces according to its fertility, as well as its closeness to water and to the 
road. Ideally it was redistributed so as to give each sibling an equal portion. In 
this way, most children had rights in land both on the side of their father and of 
their mother and each of their ancestors.

Upon marriage a couple could directly claim rights through four different 
descent groups. Such rights in land, called rist, were held by most peasants in 
Gojjam8. In theory it was an open system which allocated rights to people in all 
areas where their ancestors had lived. Therefore travelling with a Gojjam 
peasant within the region gives rise to perpetual references to the rist land 
which he used to have in the areas visited. Usually, however, he only had the 
rights but did not actually cultivate the land in question, because it was outside 
his area of residence.

Although the cognatic descent system ideally granted rights in land to all 
descendants of a founding father, there were in practice many constraints to an 
individual’s possibility of activating land-use rights in distant areas. The

7The land reform law had superseded the cognatic descent principles for land allocation in 
Gojjam at the time of the field study. As a result of the land reform people only held land in the 
Peasant Association in which they lived. Usually, however, they continued to cultivate the 
plots of land that they had farmed before the revolution. The data presented in this section 
come from interviews with people living in Ashena on how things were before the land reform. 
Much of the general information on the pre-revolutionary principles on land distribution and 
rights in land as well as on how land was actually claimed and held, comes from Alan H oben’s 
various publications (particularly those of 1963,1970 and 1973) on the Amharas in Damot, a 
sub-district south-east of Agaw Meder. Hoben’s publications were the first to shed light on 
Am hara kinship. His insightful information and analysis presented on this issue are of great 
importance for understanding the present-day situation.
8 G am st (1969, 1988) writes about the Quem ant in G onder as claiming rights to land through 
the cognatic descent group in a way similar to the one described for the Amharas.



constraints were caused by the concrete conditions of village life. The first 
limitation was related to the choice of residence at marriage. When a boy and 
girl got married they could in principle choose to live either where he or she had 
rist, but the most common form9 was, and still is, to settle close to the boy’s 
father, i.e. to follow a patri-viri-local residence pattern. The main reason for 
this was that it was easier for the husband, who was responsible for farming, to 
activate his claims to land in his own area. Nevertheless, there were exceptions 
to this practice. If the husband had no rist rights himself, or if those of his wife 
were considerably better, they would settle with her parents. This was also 
possible if he disagreed with his father and preferred to live away from him. 
Another exception to patri-viri-local residence occurred when the groom’s 
mother died or his father remarried shortly before his own wedding. A house 
where such changes had occurred was not considered suitable for a new 
marriage to start in. W hen it happened, relatives on both sides preferred the 
couple to settle with the bride’s parents, at least for a time. Normally, however, 
the couple settled with the parents of the groom, in which case it was 
considered improper of him to demand his wife’s rist land unless he was in real 
economic need of it. A husband who demanded land that his wife’s brothers 
were in greater need of, could cause unnecessary strain on the relations with 
his in-laws (Hoben 1963:109), and in the worst case damage his marriage.

Land inherited or rights activated separately by a brother or a sister in a 
different and distant parish were usually not disputed, although brothers and 
sisters of the same mother and father in principle could claim the same rights. 
Quarrels over land were, whenever possible·, avoided within the nuclear 
family.

Another factor restricting the possibilities for activating rights to land was 
the fact that it was almost impossible to ask for plots which had not been 
claimed and cultivated for two or three generations. The land would after many 
years be cultivated by a new generation who had had no personal contacts with 
the previous users. In this case, only a person of exceptional status could ask 
that the land be returned to him. The high status required to make such a

9 Hoben (1963:121, 122, 127) found a general tendency among the Ambaras for sons to move 
away from the parental household both in order to utilize as many descent group affiliations as 
possible and also because the relationship between father and son was usually very strained. In 
the area where I worked I found the opposite behaviour to be the pattern, namely that sons 
settled in the close neighbourhood of the parental household. People told me that this was not 
an effect of the land reform, as could have been assumed, but that patri-viri-local settlement 
was the common practice even before the revolution.



gesture was only combined with possession of strong economic assets and a 
powerful political position, and was therefore not open to everyone.

A practical consideration that all peasants had to take into account before 
activating any claim to rist land was the distance of the land from the 
homestead. A walk of more than two to three hours with oxen, plough and 
other implements often implied more toil than benefits. In this way the distance 
itself became a restriction on the activation of rist rights.

Although the cognatic descent system ideally provided egalitarian prin
ciples according to which access to land was regulated in Gojjam, the practices 
that developed and the flexibility of the system came strongly to favour 
initiative on the part of the individual and above all those who were already 
powerful. The descent system also affected the constellations and relation
ships within the consanguineal kinship group, a kindred with a 7 generation 
depth. Hoben (1963:196) describes the situation in the following way:

 in Amhara society, the relationship between kinsmen may be
characterized as one of endemic suspicion and mutual distrust. Uncle 
and nephew, cousin and cousin, and to some extent, even brother and 
brother, are structurally in a relationship of incipient conflict, for they 
have overlapping but un-realizable claims on each other’s land.

The kinship group therefore was neither a basis for cooperation nor for 
solidarity. Instead, the relations between members were often strained, since 
land, to which they had similar rights, was an increasingly scarce resource.

State Power and the Peasantry

Certain core criteria should be fulfilled for a society to be designated as a 
”peasant society” . These generally accepted criteria10 indicate three sets of 
important relations on which the lives of the peasants depend: those they 
entertain in relation to the land they cultivate, those which define their 
cooperation with the members of the household, and those which govern their 
relations with the state whose subjects they are. In other words, according to

10 F or a discussion and definition of the concept peasant society see inter alia Chayanov 1966, 
W olf 1966, Shanin 1971a, Goldschmidt and Jacobsen Kunkel 1971, Galeski 1972, Scott 
1976, Hyden 1982 and Harriss 1982.



these criteria peasant societies can generally be defined as societies of rural 
cultivators with a long-term interest in the land they cultivate. Production in 
the peasant economy is performed by the household’s own labour resources, 
and aims mainly at satisfying the subsistence needs of the members of the 
household. W hat is important in the present context, however, is the fact that 
peasants are also part of a state which by different means can extract part of the 
peasants’ production.

The Ethiopian economy has been, and continues to be heavily dominated by 
agricultural production. Approximately 90% of the population derive their 
livelihood from what they produce on their farms. Production is mainly of a 
subsistence nature, and yet agricultural products generate as much as 92%  of 
the export income (Central Statistical Office 1980:128-148). The annual 
growth rate of the Gross National Product is estimated to have been a little 
over 1% during the last decade (IFA D  1986:1) and is thus lower than the 
population growth of 2.9%.

Before the revolution power in Ethiopia was held by the emperor, his family 
and other members of the nobility. Their power originated in their control over 
land as the main means of production11. For centuries the emperors had been 
able to control land in the sense of having an absolute prerogative to grant and 
withdraw rights to various people either to use the land or to collect tribute 
from its cultivators. The rights were mostly of a temporary character and 
functioned as a kind of reward for services rendered. In the north the peasants 
were mainly Christian and either Amarinja- or Tigrinja-speakers sharing the 
same culture as the political élite. These peasants had their own traditional 
land-use rights but paid part of their income to the local ” feudal” lord who was 
an appointee of the emperor. In the south the nobility had a more direct control 
over the land. M any of them had obtained land as grants following upon the 
subjugation of the south which took place under Menelik II at the end of the 
nineteenth century. The people in the south could not refer to any traditional 
land-use rights in their disputes with the holders of power but were more 
exposed to the latter’s arbitrariness. The tenancy fees they paid were generally

11 There existed a wide variety of land tenure systems in pre-revolutionary Ethiopia. The 
rights and duties of the parties not only differed between regions but were also constantly 
changing as new laws were promulgated by the Crown. W hat is presented here is a 
simplification which, however, points to some of the central characteristics of land tenure from 
the point of view of the peasants. For a description and discussion of the various landholding 
systems see inter alia Perham 1948, Gebre-W old Ingida W orq 1962, Pankhurst 1968, 
Lexander 1968, 1970, Markakis 1974, Dessalegn Rahmato 1984 and Hultin 1987.



higher than the tribute in the north.
Land was a basic resource both for agriculture and cattle-breeding. People 

lived off the land either as direct producers, such as peasants and herders, or 
indirectly by appropriating part of the production created by these two groups. 
For the producers all over the country an important question was how to 
reduce the dues they had to pay to the landlords and how to obtain access to 
(more) land. For the landlords, on the other hand, who lived off the work of the 
peasants the main objective was to get access to as much fertile land and as 
many subordinate peasants as possible so that high dues could continue to be 
demanded.

The Ethiopian state used to be loosely organized. Power was exercised 
indirectly by the emperor over ” feudal” lords at different levels in the 
hierarchy. They in turn wielded control over the peasants who, when proving 
themselves loyal clients, were armed by the lords. During the reigns of 
Tewodros (1855-68), Menelik (1889-1913) and Haile Selassie (1930-74), 
the concentration of power and control in the person of the ruler increased. 
Large changes occurred when, after the Italian occupation (1936-41), Haile 
Selassie returned from exile in England and started reorganizing the 
administration of the state. A standing army was created and the government 
was centralized. These important reforms necessitated an increase in state 
revenues, but there were not many sources that could be tapped. The largest 
category of people in the country were the peasants, and the required surplus 
had to come from them, either in the form of income tax from those who tilled 
the land as owners, or as even higher dues from those who held land as tenants. 
To increase the income of the state, land tax laws were enacted in 1942 and 
1 9 4 4  whereby taxes and tithe were to be paid per gas ha of land by the 
landowners. Initially government revenue increased remarkably as a result of 
these laws but in the long run the taxes had only a marginal impact on the size 
of the treasury.12

Another attempt at increasing government revenue and agricultural 
production was tried by means of a Ministry of Land Reform and Settlement 
which was established in 1966. The duties of this Ministry were many. It had 
to map out the different land tenure systems in the country and suggest changes 
for their improvement. I t was also to prepare bills concerning registration of 
land rights and taxation of undeveloped lands. Its third main duty was to come

12 For a more thorough discussion of this issue see Schwab 1972 and Ståhl 1974.



up with suggestions for an improvement and regulation of the landlord-tenant 
relationship. A first draft bill was prepared by the Ministry in 196813. The 
land-owning élite was part of this preparation process, but proved unable to 
agree on a thoroughgoing proposal.

The Haile Selassie government also prepared three successive Five Year 
Development Plans which, although they mainly remained at the planning 
stage, reveal the change in the government’s priorities. The first, 1957-62, 
stressed the country’s need for infrastructural development. The second, 
1963-68, put greater emphasis on industrial development. And in the third five 
year plan the need for increased agricultural production was declared most 
essential. It was believed that the best way in which this goal could be achieved 
was through comprehensive support of commercial agriculture.

Some ideas and experiences from international experiments in agricultural 
development were systematized into agricultural package projects. In the spirit 
of the green revolution these packages were designed to attack and eliminate 
factors which were considered to be obstacles to development, such as lack of 
proper inputs and marketing (Nekby 1971, Ståhl 1974 and Cohen/W eintraub 
1975). A  comprehensive maximum development approach was attempted 
through projects like C A D U  ( the Chilalo Agricultural Development Unit). 
This was a joint Ethiopian-Swedish project in a single awraja which included 
agricultural research on implements and farming practices; an extension 
programme for fertilizer, seeds and implements; marketing of milk and grain; 
improvement of the infrastructure; and vocational training. A  ”minimum 
package programme” (M PP) was designed to spread the C A D U  experiences 
with agricultural inputs and credits to a limited number of other regions in 
Ethiopia. To this end, the Extension and Project Implementation Department 
(EPID ) was set up within the Ministry of Agriculture (M oA), and financed by 
the Ethiopian government, the Swedish government and the World Bank.

No rapid results followed from these national and international efforts. 
There was certainly no visible improvement in the peasants’ living standards. 
The lack of results and the problems encountered in trying to obtain a quick 
increase in production have been studied by a number of researchers. 
Bengtsson’s (1983) research within the CA D U  project shows that it took 
about ten years before innovations were really adopted. Furthermore, he found 
that tenants tended to be much slower in making use of innovations than

13 The possible outcome of this reform, had it been enacted, has been discussed at length by 
Gene Ellis (1980:523-545) who suggests that it could very well have worked counter to its 
ends.



landowners. He also noted that the "major reasons for non-adoption seemed to 
be that the new technology was not profitable, being too expensive; did not fit 
into the actual farming systems of the farmers; did not fully solve the set of 
problems faced by the farmer or that the necessary inputs were not easily 
available” (ibid:283). Bengtsson’s conclusions also show that the question of 
increased agricultural production is a more complex one than simply a general 
lack of inputs. The land tenure problem is one factor of major importance 
which he, like many other researchers and policy-makers, emphasizes must be 
adequately solved if agricultural productivity is to be improved.

According to Negusse Woldemicael (1984:50) the measures taken by 
C A D U  and E PID  in Ethiopia were "nullified due to the land ownership 
pattern and social power structure” . The inability of the Ethiopian landholders 
themselves to change the land tenure system has also been pointed out by 
Cohen/W eintraub: "The fact is that the government could not be committed to 
land reform precisely because the present land tenure patterns reflect the most 
important structures in the Ethiopian social system, the main support for the 
emperor and political center coming from those whose vested interests would 
be adversely affected by the reform proposals" (1975:105,cf Ståhl 1974). The 
landowners were thus deemed to be unable to change the land tenure situation 
since any gains for the peasantry would incur the loss of their own economic 
and political power. This unsolvable situation has been seen as the main cause 
of the downfall of the feudal system. The agricultural politics practised by the 
old regime illustrate how the position and power-base of the planners 
themselves not only influenced the character of the plans they designed but 
also their implementation (which in important instances even meant their lack 
of implementation), since it presupposed radical changes in the relationship 
between the planners and the peasants. Incomplete plans and defective 
implementation were thus a result of the specific interrelation between 
planners and peasants and could not be improved upon without radical 
changes in their relationship.

The Sacred Link -  The C optic Church

Coptic Christianity has been the state religion of Ethiopia since around 350 
A.D. The Church gave religious legitimacy to the exercise of power by the 
emperor and the nobility. Support from the emperor in turn enabled the Church 
to perpetuate its economic and ideological (cf. Tadesse Tam rat 1982)



influence over the people. The state and the Church were in this way 
interdependent and each strengthened the authority and power of the other. 
The peasants depended on the emperor and the nobility for the legitimacy and 
local acceptance of their rights to cultivate certain plots of land. They also 
depended on the Church and its priests to confirm them as good Christians, 
since the guidance of the priests could safeguard them from any satanic 
onslaughts such as dangerous diseases or even death.

The Coptic Church is a hierarchical organization which can be compared to 
a pyramid with an increasing number of people at the lower échelons. Those 
who hold positions at different levels in the hierarchy, however, exert only a 
limited control over those below them. Those higher up have rights over the 
promotion of their subordinates, but cannot regulate their daily routines. 
Parish priests are left to do their work very much at their own discretion. They 
live and work mainly as ordinary peasants, while performing all the religious 
rites for their parishioners and acting as the guardians of Coptic Christian 
ethics and rules of conduct. The priest’s school was until recently the main 
institution where reading and writing were taught.

Each individual usually chooses a priest as his/her spiritual father, to advise 
on personal matters. The priest has the right and even the duty to admonish his 
spiritual child if the latter has transgressed any of the manifold rules of conduct 
and taboos of the Coptic Church, particularly those relating to the domains of 
food and work. Some rules are considered so important by the people in 
Ashena that a violation of them makes people question the violator’s integrity 
and general soundness of character. In this respect the rules serve an 
integrative function since they clearly define the prerequisites of membership 
in society. Other regulations are not so strictly followed. People feel more lax 
about them and it is often only with increasing age or illness that a more rigid 
adherence is adopted.

While the practice of Coptic Christianity is strictly regulated, the belief 
system is flexible14 and permits the individual considerate freedom. In the eyes

14 There are other beliefs relating to the supernatural which exist side by side with the 
Christian religion. People believe in supernatural beings that live close to them, always ready 
to attack if not placated in time. An important category are the small invisible beings called 
kolle, who visit people in their houses and have to be treated to beer, coffee and food. People in 
Ashena also have recourse to soothsayers, who can be enlisted to find out about the past in 
order to rectify misdeeds and also to influence events to come. These beliefs do not seem to 
come into conflict with the belief in the Christian God. He is never angry with people nor does 
he punish them for involvement in these practices. For a very interesting ethnographic 
description of supernatural beliefs and practices in the Gonder region, see Messing 1957.



of the peasants in Ashena God is an almighty and benevolent, but also very 
distant, being. He does not involve himself in the everyday life of human 
beings, not even to punish them for mistakes. People have faith in His power. If 
He does not grant them what they pray for, this does not mean that He is not 
able to do so but rather that He has other intentions for them. W hatever 
happens, God has a meaning for it. His intentions are not, however, capable of 
being known by human beings and they should not try to penetrate the causes 
behind specific events. This will not keep them from trying to influence Him 
and what happens in their everyday lives. To promote their own living 
conditions, people work through saints. The latter are seen as the human 
beings’ mediators with God, since they are more like human beings than God 
is, while at the same time being closer to God. The saints are appealed to both 
for their own powers and because of their closeness to God. M ost people have 
their own guardian saint with whom they can negotiate an ” agreement” called 
s ’let. They make a solemn vow to do something difficult and extraordinary in 
order that the saint will do them a favour or assist them in a difficult situation. 
This favour is often concerned with the health of the supplicant or somebody 
close to him. The saints are never expected or asked to do anything evil; this is 
not within their realm. They can, however, be nasty on their own, especially 
when a person does not fulfil what he has promised. In this context I want to 
refer to Reminick’s (1975) description and analysis of the Amhara belief 
system, which he sees as an almost complete reflection of the social and 
political situation of the Amhara peasant. While not wanting to go into a 
discussion here of the primacy of the beliefs or of the political system, I will 
only note that there is a parallel between the two which may reflect a basic 
underlying way of looking at power and power relations.

Intermediaries Between State and Peasants

The reorganization of the administration that Emperor Haile Selassie started, 
after having returned from exile, had repercussions on the local élite. The tax 
reforms turned many of the local gentry, who had been a nobility with their own 
followers, into a salaried group of employees.

There were three main levels of officials outside the capital: governors of the 
largest administrative unit, the province or region, governors of the awraja or 
district and governors of the woreda or subdistrict. Provincial governors 
mostly came from the higher nobility. They were as a rule appointed as heads



of provinces other than their native ones in order to prevent them from 
establishing their own independent strongholds and threatening the Crown. 
For the same reason they were not allowed to stay for long in the same 
province, but were frequently moved to new areas.

Those who were appointed to provincial and awraja governorships were 
mostly Christian, Amarinja- and sometimes Tigrinja-speaking men. Officials 
seldom had a modem education or profession, since such criteria were not 
deemed necessary for the work they were to perform. It was considered more 
important for the incumbent of an official post to be known as loyal to the 
person of the emperor. This loyalty was secured through his almost total 
dependence upon the emperor for future posts and land grants. Provincial 
governors were rewarded for their services with land grants in provinces other 
than those where they worked. Under these circumstances, if they proved to be 
disloyal it was easy to take the land away from them.

While provincial governors were mostly the direct choices of the emperor, 
the appointment of an awraja  governor could also be influenced by the 
Ministry of the Interior or the provincial governor himself. A woreda governor 
was in theory to be selected by the Ministry of the Interior; in practice the 
power of appointment rested with the provincial governor (Cohen/Koehn 
1980:27).

Provincial governors continued for a long time to be rewarded with land 
grants, while awraja and woreda governors were paid salaries. Figures show 
that these were very low but there seems to have been a general understanding 
that the district and subdistrict governors could take what came their way while 
executing their duties.15 One opportunity for increasing their income occurred 
every ten years when land was assessed for taxes. The main criteria 
determining the amount of taxes to be paid were the fertility and size of 
land-holdings. As the standards could be manipulated, the governors were able 
to adjust the taxes and put some extra money into their own pockets. 
According to Cohen/Koehn ( 1980:8) local officials were in general allowed to 
behave autonomously and independently in their areas so long as they 
performed their main duties satisfactorily. Besides delivering taxes to the 
central treasury, these duties included the maintenance of law and order.

The Ministry of the Interior was responsible for the police force and prison

15 F o r a comprehensive discussion of these positions, their functions and the opportunities 
open for the incumbents of the posts to make an extra income see e.g. W eissleder 1965, 
Markakis 1974 and Cohen/Koehn 1980.



administration in the provinces. The overall responsibility for their activities 
remained, however, not with the respective chiefs of police or prisons, but with 
the appropriate provincial governor, who consequently became very powerful. 
Technical personnel in the provinces were employed according to the general 
criteria established by the Central Personnel Agency (CPA), which was 
responsible for recruiting all government personnel earning a salary of more 
than 150 B irr'6.

To become a provincial governor an individual needed a close personal 
relationship either with the emperor himself or with someone whom the 
emperor relied upon. For people who aspired to awraja and woreda 
governorships it was not necessary to have the ear of the emperor personally. 
They did need, however, close contacts with individuals who themselves had 
power over appointments at the appropriate levels, since all appointments 
depended on personal contacts. Anyone wanting to make a career and to 
become rich had to develop the right individual connections. These also had to 
be properly maintained, since falling out of favour with a benefactor could 
bring about loss of both appointment and wealth.

The local officials, therefore, always had to work with an eye and ear 
towards their superiors, both in order to keep their positions and if possible to 
advance in their careers. The very personal bond on which they depended for 
their existence has been concisely described by Markakis (1974:38) in the 
following passage:

Since the throne is the source of authority, and not merely the highest 
level of it, all subordinate levels are as nothing compared with it. The 
authority of subordinate levels is not inherent but is delegated by the 
Crown, therefore, it can be granted and withdrawn at will. Officials are 
the personal representatives of the emperor and exercise authority only 
in this role. Officials, even the highest among them, are considered 
servants of the ruler and are often treated as such. Inevitably, this 
pattern is reproduced faithfully throughout the hierarchy; officials at 
each level regard their authority over their subjects as unlimited, and 
themselves as having no standing at all before their superiors. 
Appointment to the hierarchy of authority is the exclusive prerogative of 
the emperor, and the governing relationship of service -  as M ax W eber 
observed of traditional authority systems in general -  is not the 
impersonal obligation of office, but personal loyalty to the ruler.

16 1 Birr equals 0.5 US $



The obverse of the intermediate position held by the local administrators and 
aptly stated by Markakis in this quotation, is their superiority vis-à-vis the 
peasants. In their relationship with the peasants they were the patrons, while 
the peasants were their clients.

Peasants in the Power Hierarchy

Individual peasants would seek patronage17 from influential people who they 
thought could help them accomplish some of their goals and aspirations. A 
matter of great concern to all peasants was land. To secure or obtain more land 
within the framework of a cognatic descent system implied gaining public 
acceptance of a genealogical chart in which the land-seeking person was 
recognized as a descendant of the founders of the parish. W here such a 
connection was dubious, weak or far-fetched, an influential patron could, by 
his support of the genealogical chart’s presentation, indirectly enforce 
acceptance and gain land for his client.18

In other instances individual peasants would seek patrons to get help in 
obtaining local positions such as that of judge (atbiya danja) or secular 
administrator at the parish level (chicka shum  ), both of which could be very 
rewarding. Each and every peasant would also try to reduce his taxes by 
ingratiating himself with the tax assessors and others who could bring them 
down. Contacts with people in the administrative hierarchy could also be of 
use to individual peasants. Such contacts could yield information concerning 
job opportunities, new laws and regulations, schools, roads and other matters 
of importance. By spreading information and benefits some peasants could in 
turn become patrons to others in their own or neighbouring villages.

The relationship between local officials and peasants meant perpetual 
bargaining. Each side would always make an estimate of how far they could 
push their own interests. The local officials knew that if they could keep the 
peace, collect the taxes and do what was expected of them, their opportunities 
for obtaining the various rewards were high. If, however, they did not fulfil 
their duties properly they could be discharged or fall into complete 
oblivion.

17 An illuminating description and discussion of the functioning of patron-client relations 
among the Amharas in Shoa is presented in W eissleder 1965.
18 For various such examples see Hoben 1963 and W eissleder 1965.



For these officials the assistance of the peasants was important since 
without it they could not accomplish their various tasks. In order to solicit the 
cooperation of the peasants, they used the rewards which the latter coveted. 
W hen this did not work they resorted instead to punishments such as 
withdrawal of support, increased taxation and imprisonment.

The peasants on their side could, when they felt that the government 
representatives had not behaved ”properly” , show their displeasure in various 
ways. They would sometimes be slow in paying debts or in carrying out work 
demanded of them and would also show a general negligence in activities they 
were asked to perform. They very seldom completely refused to do what they 
had been asked to do, however.19

In this relationship, although the bargaining between the local officials and 
the peasants was sometimes beneficial to both sides, there was obviously never 
any doubt about the relations of power. W henever a confrontation developed, 
all the power rested with the administrators.

19 An exception to this were the Gojjam uprisings in the 1960s which inter alia came from a 
fear felt by the peasants that the rist land was to be taken away from them. For a discussion of 
this event see Schwab 1970, Hoben 1973 and Markakis 1974.



A Vision o f  Change

Political D evelopm ents

In the spring of 1974, criticism of the Haile Selassie government was loudly 
and openly voiced in Ethiopia by students, teachers, civil servants, priests and 
soldiers alike. Each put forward their own particular claims in strikes and 
demonstrations, but at the same time supported more general demands for 
democratic rights, influence in the government and a just distribution of 
economic benefits.

The underlying impetus for this unrest came from the sharply deteriorating 
living conditions for both the urban and the rural population, as a result of 
soaring prices of petroleum and other basic commodities. A most urgent 
universal concern was to bring quick assistance to those suffering from famine 
in Wollo, a suffering which had been aggravated by the government’s 
deliberate suppression of news about the disaster.

In face of this massive discontent the old regime tried to adapt to the 
situation. They introduced minor changes while striving to keep control over 
events and to remain in power. While the waves of civilian unrest were thus 
mounting, another development of far-reaching consequence took place within 
the armed forces. Overcoming the carefully cultivated rivalries and the distrust 
between the various branches of the military, a small group of lower échelon 
leaders were emerging on the scene as spokesmen for all the armed forces -  
including the police and the so-called Territorial Army. In contrast to the 
general vacillation and uncertainty emanating from the lack of strong civilian 
political movements, these non-commissioned officers and lower-level 
commissioned officers proved themselves to be resolute, well-disciplined and 
above all capable of wielding influence among most sectors of the military. The 
Co-ordinating Committee of the Armed Forces, the Police and the Territorial 
Army, or Derg, as this group was called, not only joined in the criticism 
expressed by most other groups in the society but also proceeded to take action



against prominent members of the ruling oligarchy.
During the spring and summer of 1974 people’s expectations were high. 

Everything seemed possible and all wrongs were finally to be righted. Events 
at the top were followed closely all over the country. In the towns people 
queued for newspapers the demand for which suddenly exceeded the supply. 
In the countryside there were all at once crowds of people gathering around the 
few available radios to hear the news. Everywhere the latest events were 
discussed. With each successful action people seemed to dare to question 
more and more elements of the ” feudal” establishment which had previously 
been taken for granted. With each event not only the soldiers but the 
population at large seemed to take another step to the ” left” , each category 
pushing the others on when new vistas of what was possible could be 
discerned.

In a drama which at the time was characterized by some reporters as the 
”creeping coup d’état” , the old regime gradually crumbled in the span of a few 
months. On the Ethiopian New Year’s D ay (September 11) the people were 
told that the Emperor had refused to donate any part of his allegedly 
tremendous wealth for the benefit of the famine victims in Wollo. The next 
day, the Emperor was deposed and the Derg constituted itself as a Provisional 
Military Administrative Council (PM AC).

In this initially fervent situation the military in power had to enact laws to 
demonstrate that they were going to implement what they and everybody else 
had been demanding. In so doing they had to choose the means whereby they 
could attain the goals that everybody was looking forward to: equality, 
improved living standards, and popular influence in government affairs. Step 
by step the diffuse concept of ”Ethiopia F irst” (Etiopiya Tikdem) and 
”Ethiopian Socialism” (hebrettesebawinet), used in the earliest proclama
tions of the PM A C, developed into a more clearly expressed socialist stance, 
particularly through the nationalization of the banks, insurance companies and 
large enterprises, followed by Proclamation No. 31 on Public Ownership of 
Rural Lands. Through the Land Nationalization A ct the ” feudal” class who 
had already lost their administrative control over the country were now 
deprived of the very foundation upon which the old system had been erected. 
The ”feudal” lords no longer had an economic basis from which they could try 
to recapture power.



Rationale o f  the Land Reform

The reason why the first and major onslaught of the revolution was directed 
against the land tenure system was the fact that land was the source of power 
for the ”feudal” class as well as the main means of subsistence for more than 
90% of the population. It was already widely acknowledged that in order to 
promote the country’s agricultural development the complicated and unjust 
systems of land tenure had to be changed. Various aid organisations dealing 
with rural development, for example, had been trying to put pressure on the old 
government to reform the land tenure systems or at least to improve the rights 
of the tenants. Because of the power relations in existence before the 
revolution, however, the Ministry of Land Reform and Settlement had been 
unable to make any progress in this.

Among Ethiopian intellectuals, the demand for a radical land reform had 
been raised under the slogan of ”Land to the Tiller” launched in 1965. In the 
student literature (both from within and outside the country), which was the 
major forum for open political agitation during the years preceding the 
revolution of 1974, land reform had been recognized as an essential step in the 
” anti-feudal and anti-imperialist” revolution that was being advocated.

The explanation of why productivity is low and how land reform is expected 
to solve the problems is rarely made explicit and often remains shrouded in 
ideological terms. If one were to attempt to grasp the internal logic of the 
arguments, one might, I believe, summarize the reasoning behind the demand 
for land reform in Ethiopia in the following propositions :

Productivity is low because the peasants in the ” feudal” society are 
oppressed and exploited. While male peasants are oppressed by the 
”feudal” lords, female peasants are doubly oppressed: as members of 
the peasantry and as women controlled by men. This political and 
economic subjugation to which the peasantry is exposed affects 
production in different ways.

Firstly, the tribute, rents and other dues that the peasants have to pay 
mean that any surplus produced by the peasants is taken away from the 
countryside and also away from agricultural production itself. Addi
tional production is therefore not reinvested in agriculture in the form of 
soil improvement, advanced tools, infrastructure and other means and 
measures necessary for production. As a result, stagnation and even 
degradation follows.

Secondly, productivity is low because of the particularities of the 
Ethiopian land tenure systems. These systems wholly support the



landholding class against the legitimate demands of the peasants. N ot 
only are the systems legally obscure but the conditions can also be 
altered at whim by the emperor and the ” feudal” lords. As a result, the 
peasants feel insecure. The rights and duties they have with respect to 
the land may be altered at any time. This insecurity, combined with the 
demoralization they experience from being economically exploited, 
limits their interest in improving the soil and production techniques. 
Therefore the peasants lack the incentive to invest whatever resources 
they have, whether money, animals, energy or even labour. This 
behaviour also results in general stagnation.

Thirdly, as tenants the peasants are demoralized by the lack of 
influence they have on their situation. Their political subjugation 
renders them powerless and unable to reduce or eliminate their 
exploitation. They have no force or strength with which to fight the 
” feudal” lords. This unequal situation and feeling of powerlessness 
affect them both morally and intellectually. They do not dare try new 
methods; they are not stimulated to become inventive; they won’t even 
try to find out how things could have been done in other ways.

Finally, as individual agricultural producers the peasants are also 
exploited by the merchants. Since the traders are also out to make a 
profit from what the peasants produce, there is additional capital which, 
instead of being reinvested in agriculture, is taken away.

The general conclusion from these propositions is that low produc
tivity and inequality go hand in hand. To remedy the situation a land 
reform is necessary that allows the peasants to get rid of all dues and 
instead invest these in their agricultural venture. The reform has to be 
designed in such a way that the peasants feel secure in their rights to the 
land and cannot be expelled by the landlords.

To stimulate the peasants’ inventiveness and to give them a chance to 
decide about their own situation and fate, the reform must be 
complemented by institutions for self-rule.

General Framework o f  the Ethiopian Land Reform

The Proclamation of Public Ownership of Rural Lands, which came in March 
1975, provided the framework within which all further activities on the 
Ethiopian agricultural scene were to take place. Through the promulgation of 
the proclamation all rural land was made the collective property of the 
Ethiopian people and no person or organization was thereafter to be allowed to 
hold land in private ownership. The right to cultivate land is now vested in 
anybody who is willing personally to farm it, ”without differentiation of the



sexes” . The amount of land allotted to farming families is related to the size of 
the household but may at no time exceed 10 hectares1. All transfers of land, 
whether by sale, exchange or succession are prohibited with the exception of a 
wife or husband and their non-adult children who are allowed, on the death of a 
spouse, to continue cultivating the same holding. Use of hired labour is also 
forbidden except in the case of women with no other means of subsistence, or 
where the holder is too sick or old to work.

-  Peasant Associations

The body through which the whole land reform was carried out is the local 
(kebbele) Peasant Association (PA). According to the reform plan, a PA was 
to be set up in each area, covering approximately 800 ha. All tenants, landless 
persons and owners of less than 10 ha are automatically members of the PA. 
They have the right to elect their leaders and are themselves eligible for a 
position on the executive committee that is to guide the work of the PA. The 
head of each household represents the household in the PA. Through the PA 
an element of self-government and democracy has been introduced, since the 
peasants within each kebbele PA are in certain respects to rule themselves. 
The main task of the local PA, according to the principles set out in the law, is 
to redistribute land.

The members of the PA make up its General Assembly which elects an 
Executive Committee every two years. A part from this, the general assembly 
does not meet regularly. The numbers on the executive committee vary 
between seven and eighteen, and the committee can set up different work 
groups from among its members. It is also the duty of the general assembly of 
the PA to elect an Inspection Committee to supervise the work of the executive 
committee and a Judicial Tribunal, which has the right to adjudicate in land 
and property cases involving PA members on issues below the value of 500 
Birr.

The administrative duties of the PA, mentioned passim  in the first 
Proclamation, are more clearly spelt out in Proclamation N o 71, which was

1 The maximum of 10 hectares may be connected with research carried out by E PID  
according to which 10 hectares was the maximum a family could cultivate under favourable 
conditions and using the traditional methods and tools. The figure is mentioned in Ståhl 
1974:79.



issued in December 1975. These laws empower the peasants to administer 
their affairs in accordance with the guidelines laid down by the government. 
They are expected to develop their areas mainly on their own but when 
necessary in cooperation with the government; to conserve public property; to 
establish cooperatives and work associations; and to build schools and clinics. 
The members of the PA  must elect a defence squad to safeguard the peace and 
security of the area. Through later proclamations a land tax and an agricultural 
tax, the first amounting to 10 Birr and the second to a minimum of 10 Birr, were 
introduced. It is the duty of the members of the executive committee to collect 
these taxes. It is also the duty of the PA to collect various cash contributions 
and grain quotas, when requested by government officials.

From an organizational point of view each kebbele PA  is situated at the base 
of a pyramidal structure covering the whole country. N ext to the kebbele PA is 
the woreda PA , consisting of peasants elected by and from each of the 
constituent PAs in the woreda. In the same manner the awraja and regional 
PA are made up of peasants elected from each woreda and awraja association 
respectively. In 1977 the All Ethiopia Peasant Association (ΑΕΡΑ) was 
established representing peasants from the whole country. Within the Α ΕΡΑ , 
each higher level supervises the work of those below it. There is not much 
exchange between PAs at the same level, but all are strongly integrated in a 
vertical network in which the channels for information and delegation of 
charges from top to bottom are effective.

-  W omen’s and Youth Associations

Proclamation No. 71 of 1975 also stipulated that within each PA a women’s 
and a youth organization should be established, with the PA functioning as an 
”umbrella” for the two organizations. Every woman over the age of 20 living 
within the area of the PA was automatically to become a member of the 
kebbele W omen’s Association (W A).

One of the main purposes of the W omen’s Associations is to make women 
politically conscious of their double oppression. The association is to help 
them understand that they are the equals of men, although men have oppressed 
them, and that as peasants they have also been exploited by the feudal system. 
Political education is seen as the means whereby women are encouraged to 
take their position on an equal level with men and actively participate with the 
men in socialist production activities.



Women have been organized up to the national level since 1980. In a 
procedure similar to the Α Ε ΡΑ  elections start at the level of the individual 
peasant and town kebbele and then continue through the woreda, awraja and 
region, each level sending a representative to the next one above. The 
organization covering the whole country is called the Revolutionary Ethiopia’s 
W omen’s Association (REW A).

In the same way and on the same date as for the women’s associations, 
elections are also carried out for the national youth organization. The local 
youth organization is under the supervision of each peasant or urban dwellers’ 
association. From  each level representatives are elected to the next 
organization above. The national organization is called the Revolutionary 
Ethiopia’s Youth Association (REYA). All those aged between 14 and 30, 
living in a PA area are automatically members. Those who are eligible for 
election to the leading organs must be in the age group 18 to 30. The main aim 
of the youth association is to make the youngsters knowledgeable about 
socialism and about their duties in the country’s development.

-  S ervice C oop eratives

One duty of the Peasant Association, according to the Public Ownership of 
Rural Lands Proclamation of 1975, is to establish marketing and credit 
cooperatives. Through a Cooperative Societies Proclamation (No. 138 of 
1978) the role of Service Cooperatives is more clearly defined. A Service 
Cooperative (SC) can be started by two or more PAs, who are its collective 
members. The highest organ of the SC is the general assembly which must 
meet at least once a year. Every PA  elects three or more representatives 
(according to its size) to the general assembly. The latter will in turn elect an 
executive committee and a chairman. The executive committee appoints the 
subcommittees required for sales and purchases.

The main idea behind the introduction of service cooperatives is to assist 
and support the peasants in the sale of their own products as well as in the 
purchase of agricultural inputs and consumer goods. The particular injunction 
stating that the SC is to supply people with consumer goods has had great 
impact on the Ethiopian countryside where cooperative shops are now 
mushrooming.

Since 1977 farm-gate prices for grain are fixed by the government and the 
peasants have to sell their grain at the official price. In recent years the service



cooperative has become a collection centre for the official grain procurement 
agency, the Agricultural Marketing Corporation (A M C )to  which the peasants 
are required to sell a certain quota of their grain (varying in quantity from area 
to area).

The Plan for Producers Cooperatives

The implementation of the land reform began already in 1975, with the 
establishment of Peasant Associations all over the country. In order to guide 
these and other developments in the revolutionary transformation of the 
country, the PM  AC, apparently with the participation of civilian marxist 
intellectuals, issued a policy document called the Programme of the National 
Democratic Revolution of Ethiopia in April 1976. Within this programme, the 
goal of releasing ”the country’s productive forces .... in order to accelerate the 
economic development of the country” was reiterated as one of the main 
priorities. The document further proceeded to stress the need for a balanced 
development of the industrial and agricultural sectors of the national economy 
through a centralized national plan based on socialist principles. Referring to 
further developments following the nationalization of rural lands the 
government pledged itself to ensure the rights of individual farmers, while at 
the same time encouraging and providing the necessary moral and material 
support for all cooperative endeavours of the peasant masses.

In line with these and other expressions of the desirability of collective 
farming, attempts were made by local officials in various parts of the country to 
encourage or even enforce cooperative farming. The results generally were not 
satisfactory, however (Mekonnen Getu 1987:78). In June 1979 all previous 
attempts at collective farming were officially abolished and a new set of 
Directives for the Establishment of Producers Cooperatives were issued, 
quickly followed by detailed guidelines for their overall work. The Directives 
and guidelines can together be taken as the government’s plan for Producers 
Cooperatives (PC).

The main objective of the Producers Cooperatives, as expressed in the 
Directives, is gradually to transform individually-owned means of production 
(land, farm animals and farm equipment) into collective property in order 
to :
a) abolish capitalist exploitation and prevent its resurgence
b) increase agricultural production by transforming small holdings into



large-scale farms suitable for the use of modem technologies
c) build up socialism in the countryside and thereby safeguard the political, 
economic and social rights of the peasants
d) create conditions for the application of production plans

(Directives 1979:32)

The PC plan exists as a kind of blueprint for the formation of Producers 
Cooperatives in the whole country. A Producers Cooperative can be started by 
a minimum of three peasants living within a Peasant Association. Ideally a PA 
covers 800 ha. and usually contains between 250 and 400 households; there 
are, however, great variations both in size and membership. To obtain legal 
recognition for a PC three members are not enough, however, and a minimum 
of thirty are required. It is presumed in the PC plan that more and more PA 
members will gradually apply for membership and that finally the whole PA 
will be transformed into a PC.

The PC plan provides an outline of the various development stages through 
which the peasantry are to be guided. The first stage is called M alba2. A t this 
stage a household may cultivate 2000 square metres individually. Implements 
and draught animals belonging to individuals are used by the cooperative 
which in return pays a yearly rent and mortgage to the individuals. Salaries are 
paid in accordance with work performed. The second stage is called W elba . A t 
this stage a household may only cultivate 1000 square metres individually. 
Farm  implements and draught animals are to be the property of the 
cooperative. The socialist principle of distribution is to prevail, i.e. from each 
according to his ability, to each according to his work. A PC can be started at 
either the M alba  or Welba stage. It is not the membership size that determines 
the stage, but the relationship which the members have to both the means of 
production and the principles of remuneration. The higher stage of Welba thus 
represents a greater degree of socialization and is therefore expected in most 
instances to follow upon M alba. The end purpose of Welba is that it should 
comprise all the households within the PA, because not until full adherence 
has been obtained can the next stage of W eland  be established.

W eland, the third stage, is reached when all the peasants in Peasant 
Associations representing several Welba have become members of the PC and

2 The terms M alba, Welba and Weland appear to be newly coined. For possible roots see 
Tegegne Teka 1988.



have brought the land and means of production under unified control. Within 
the W eland  each Welba will form a Habre, or production brigade. The 
W eland  is the highest stage of the cooperative which, as stated in the plan, can 
only be reached when technologically advanced methods are used in 
production.

A t the time of the present study, no PC had reached the stage of Weland. 
There were about 400 PCs at the M alba  stage and a little more than 100 PCs 
at the Welba stage in Ethiopia. According to 1985 figures (cf. Tegegne Teka 
1988:134) 2.4%  of the peasant population belonged to PCs in that year. The 
10-year development plan, which goes up to 1993, presupposes that 50% of 
the farming population will be members of PCs by that date.

According to the PC plan, members of a PC are recruited from within a 
Peasant Association area, although some may also come from outside. They 
must be at least 18 years of age and may become members irrespective of sex 
and religion. Voluntariness is declared to be the basic principle of the whole 
PC idea. Any member therefore has the right to leave a PC if he/she so wishes, 
but departing members will forfeit any contributions in cash or agricultural 
implements to the PC. Furthermore they cannot reclaim their previous land 
holdings, but will be given land elsewhere in the PA.

All members have the right to elect, and be elected to the management and 
other committees. The decision-making body in the PC is the general assembly 
to which all members belong. I t is the duty of the general assembly to elect a 
management committee which, according to the government Directives, is 
responsible for the preparation of the P C ’s work plan. The plan and the budget 
then have to be accepted by the general assembly and approved by the 
government. The management committee consisting of seven to nine members 
is responsible for the daily work of the PC. The general assembly also elects a 
supervisory committee, the main duties of which are to control and supervise 
the work and budget of the PC.

Team leaders are elected by the general assembly to organize the daily work 
on the farm and to be responsible for seeing that the work plan is carried out. 
Every day they distribute the tasks to be performed by each member of their 
team, to whom they also give daily work points according to the quality and 
quantity of the tasks performed. The principles governing these work points are 
first discussed and agreed by the general assembly, and the work points serve 
as the basis for payment to the members.

The relationship between a PC and the corresponding Peasant Association 
from which it emerges has been seen as crucial for the expected and hoped-for



future expansion of the PC. The text of the plan states that, since PCs are the 
promoters of socialism, the strengthening and growth of a PC will depend on 
the support it gets from the PA to which it belongs. In order to ensure such 
support in PAs where PCs have been started, it is stated that only PC members 
may be elected as chairmen of the Peasant Association, the judicial tribunal 
and the security squad. Positions on development committees are also 
reserved for PC members. W ithout such provisoes it was feared that PA 
executive committees, with a negative attitude to the establishment of PCs, 
would have been free to hinder PC members in their activities. The 
reallocation of land in the PA to allow PC members to get land adjoining each 
other was one such important action that might have been impeded or at least 
delayed without such a proviso. Although the Directives gave the PC the right 
to reallocate land, obstacles could easily have been put in their way by a 
powerful, negative executive committee.

The plan for Producers Cooperatives is a model for development designed at 
the national level and is seen by the Ethiopian government as the means 
through which their main goal, socialism, can be achieved. The model deals 
with the organization and performance of agricultural production and as such 
implies a complete break with previous farming traditions practised in different 
parts of the country. The particular economic and political situation in which 
the government found itself strongly influenced the design of the plan. It is 
important to note that the primacy given to the PC model, combined with a fear 
that local PCs might not be allowed to expand as they want, in reality implies 
that PA members, in those PAs where PCs are established, are officially 
classified into two different categories: those who can be elected to the highest 
positions and thereby obtain power, and those who cannot. The two categories 
are thus given unequal status. This situation is reinforced by the fact that the 
material support provided by the government to one category is much greater 
than that for the other. Such a categorization not only influences the form and 
quality of the interactions between PC members and non- members, but also 
between each of them and the government officials.

The impact that the plan has had on these interactions is not intelligible 
unless we know something about the conditions in the local community before 
the PC was introduced. In the following three chapters I shall therefore 
describe important social and economic relations within and between 
households in Ashena.

In a study of this kind, where comparison makes up an important element of 
the analysis, a description of the situation in Ashena as it was before the



change was introduced would have been an ideal starting point. It is not 
possible to give such an ideal description, however, since the Producers 
Cooperative had already been started when I went to Ashena. The method I 
have chosen, therefore, is to present a picture of the situation as it was for 
non-members, assuming that this situation, at least in part, can be generalized 
and extrapolated into the past. In this context it is also important to remember 
that the peasant households, who were not members of the PC at the time of the 
study, had not definitely rejected membership. They were merely waiting to 
see what the PC was going to be like. The option to join the PC was therefore 
not something belonging to the past, but a possibility always present in 
people’s minds.



The Household: Patterns o f  Social Reproduction

Introduction

One of the major characteristics of peasant farming is that production is carried 
out by family labour. In Ashena, all members of the household work together 
and labour is usually not contracted from outside. It is a matter of honour to be 
able to manage with the resources of the household itself. As has been pointed 
out by Chayanov (1966), Goody (1958), Freem an (1958) and others, a 
peasant household’s capability to survive is closely interrelated with its stage 
in the domestic developmental cycle. The relationship between the numbers of 
consumers and producers within the household has great importance for its 
viability.

As the focus of the present chapter is on the various functions that the 
household fulfils, the concept of ”household” 1 has been used throughout the 
text in preference to the "nuclear family” which is more restricted to biological 
reproduction. A household in Ashena is called a beteseb, meaning those 
people who reside together in the same house. The members are usually 
husband, wife and children, to which any number of dependants can be added. 
W hether the dependants are related or not does not affect their belonging. All 
people who reside together also cook and consume food together at the daily 
meals. Furthermore, they jointly produce what they consume and store what 
they harvest inside the house in a separate store for each crop. The Ashena 
household is, in other words, a residential unit, a production unit and a 
consumption unit, all in one.

In many peasant studies the main emphasis has been on the economic 
characteristics of the production system and too little attention has been paid

1 See e.g. Bender 1967 for a discussion on the distinction between family and household as 
well as on the functions of the household. A more comprehensive discussion on ”W hat 
households do” and how this affects both their structure and morphology can be found in Wiik 
and Netting 1984.



to the internal relations between the members of the household who actually 
make up the production unit. The present chapter will concentrate on the social 
dimensions of the Ashena household, while economic aspects of production in 
Ashena will be discussed in the next.

There are essentially two aspects of what can be called social reproduction 
which are dealt with here. One is the enculturation process. The main purpose 
of social reproduction with regard to the enculturation process is to prepare 
children for the societal roles that have been cast for them. Another aspect of 
social reproduction concerns the processes whereby the individuals are led to 
occupy these roles. These processes deal with the acts and/or prerequisites 
needed for the individuals to be placed in the appropriate social positions to 
which the roles are linked. They are also concerned with the specific rituals 
which are deemed necessary to instai them in their new positions, as well as the 
transactions through which their roles are confirmed. Both aspects of social 
reproduction in Ashena will be discussed. W hat is important in the present 
context is that the socialization process affects the way that adults interact, not 
only in their social contacts among themselves but also in their work and in 
their relations with other people. The fact that enculturation, work and the 
distribution of economic values are mainly contained within the Ashena 
household and not acted out in other arenas, gives great significance to the 
relations between the members of the family, since they are the embryos for the 
reproduction of the whole society.

In Ashena the pattern of relations between men and women, young and old 
is characterized by a high degree of role interdependence in the allocation of 
tasks, combined with a high degree of individual independence in terms of 
control over economic resources. The close interdependence in labour pursuits 
results, in many instances, in cooperation and solidarity between the members 
of the household, while the economic independence enhances the individual 
and his or her freedom to act at will. In the final chapters of this study the 
importance of this pattern for the land reform, the establishment of Peasant 
Associations and the national plan for Producers Cooperatives will be 
discussed. Before entering into the Ashena ethnography, however, I shall 
briefly present some demographic data about the community. A short 
overview of the population in Ashena and the different categories of 
households will, it is hoped, provide a context for the ethnographic information 
which follows.



The People in A shena

Most adults living in the Ashena Peasant Association are either bom in the 
parish or come from its close neighbourhood. A s many as 88% of the men and 
81 % of the women2 have their origins in the surrounding Dangla woreda itself. 
The rest come from the same awraja (9.5%  of the men and 15% of the women) 
with only a very small group coming from outside it (2.5 % of the men and 4% 
of the women respectively).

A t the time of the survey in 1980 there were 327 households containing 
1,619 persons in Ashena. Since there is a continuous (but minor) reshuffling of 
the PA borders, these figures constantly change. The age and sex distribution 
of the population in Ashena is given in Table 4:1. A more detailed age and sex 
distribution as obtained through the survey, would be misleading because of 
the uncertainty of age reporting after childhood. Misrepresentation of age is a 
common phenomenon. The problems with collecting and presenting such data 
for Ethiopia have been discussed by Bjerén (1985:265,266).

Table 4:1
Sum m ary age and sex structure o f  A shena in 1980

Sex
Age

M ale
%

Fem ale
%

Sex ratio

0-19 64 58 113
20-59 30 36 86
60- 7 6 120
Total 101 100 103

It can be observed that there are more women than men in the highly 
productive age groups. One reason may be that divorced and widowed women 
in Ashena remain single for a longer time than men and thus stay in the parish

2 Since there had been many geographical redivisions of the boundaries of the Peasant 
Association it was not possible to state whether the people came from Ashena proper, as it was 
designated at the time of the survey. Therefore those people who referred to themselves as 
originating in ” this area” , are grouped together as coming from Dangla woreda.



instead of moving away to neighbouring areas. There were only 7 widowed or 
divorced and not remarried men among the heads of households, but 58 
women in the same categories (see Table 4:3). This does not preclude the 
possibility that there has been a certain out-migration of men during recent 
years.

The average household size in Ashena is relatively large, containing 5.0 
people. Compared with the figures in the 1984 census Agaw Meder a wraja as 
a whole gives only 4.5 people as the average household size. In general, the 
census figures indicate that households in the rural areas are somewhat larger 
than in urban areas; this is also illustrated in Agaw M eder by 4.5 persons per 
household in the countryside and 4.3 persons in town. The spread in size 
between households is depicted in Table 4:2.

Table 4:2
Frequency o f  different sized  households.

N um ber and percent o f  persons in different sized households

N o pers. 
/H H 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10+ Total

No. hh 12 33 57 51 50 38 39 23 16 8 327
% of hh 4 10 17 16 15 12 12 7 5 2 100
Pers.* 12 66 171 204 250 228 273 184 144 87 1619
%** 1 4 11 13 15 14 17 11 9 5 100

* Total number of persons living in each size category of household 
** Percentage of all persons living in each size category of household

There is a range in household size from 1 to 13, the median size being 4.2. 
Looking at the number of persons belonging to the different size categories of 
households, we can see that the household size with the largest number of 
persons is that containing seven members. The large spread in household size 
reflected in the table is mainly due to the fact that households vary with regard 
to their position in the domestic cycle.

The changes that affect households over time are also revealed in the 
internal structure of each household. People die, give birth and divorce, events



which give rise to perpetually new household constellations. In Ashena, for 
example, the frequent remarriages either after divorce or following upon the 
death of the spouse3 have had a strong impact on the changing household 
pattern. Table 4:3 shows the frequency of different marital states among all 
heads of households and wives in Ashena in 1980.

Table 4:3
Marital states o f  all heads* o f  households and w ives in A shena 1980

a) M en  

Age
1st

marriage
Div.

Marital state

Wid. Remarried Total N o
info.

Ί 19 3 0 0 1 4 1
20-29 13 3 0 26 42 6
> 30 78 3 1 122 204 12
Total 94 6 1 149 250 18

b) W omen
Marital state

1st Div. Wid. Remarried Total N o
Age marriage info.

< 19 14 0 0 15 29 4
20-29 29 2 1 39 71 6
t> 30 57 27 28 90 202 8
Total 100 29 29 144 302 18

* Note: There are many female heads of households.

3 In the beginning I was not aware of the fact that divorce and remarriage occurred frequently 
in Ashena. Therefore, no question dealing with this matter had been included in the initial 
survey. During the informal talk that was part of the questioning I realized this fact, however, 
and when 6%  of the households had been interviewed, a question asking whether this was the



Out of the 94%  or 302 households to which the question ” is this your first 
marriage” was put, 38% of the men and 33% of the women stated that they 
were living with their first marriage partner. As many as 60% of the men and 
48% of the women said that they had married at least twice. One would expect 
the rate of divorced persons to be higher when age is taken into account 
because of the fact that a person has to attain a certain age before remarriage is 
at all likely (a newly married 16-year old has, for example, had less chance to 
marry more than once than a 30-year old). In Ashena, however, remarriage 
was as frequent among women in the younger age categories as in the oldest. 
M any individuals had also been married four or five times.

The most common type of household in Ashena is that which contains a 
husband, wife and their common child or children.

Aberra and Emewa are both around forty years old. Aberra stayed only 
one year with his first wife who was not liked by his parents and brothers. 
His mother found her too clumsy and therefore thought she would be a 
bad mother and wife. Aberra realized that he had to divorce her and did 
so before she became pregnant. Emewa is A berra’s second wife and he 
her second husband. She left her first husband only some months after 
their marriage because, although she was very homesick, she was not 
allowed to visit her parents. Now Emewa and Aberra have been married 
for more than twenty years. One son and his wife just moved out of the 
parental household. The second son, who is sixteen, attends school in 
D angla. Two more sons, fourteen and eleven years old, are learning to 
read and write through the literacy campaign. Also their nine-year-old 
sister attends the course. The small children, a girl of four and a boy of 
seven, are still at home with their mother.

The next most frequent household constellation is the one containing a 
husband, wife and one or more children that belong to only one of the parents. 
Usually the husband keeps his sons from a former marriage with him.

respondent’s first marriage or not, was included in the survey for the remaining households. 
A lmost all first marriages were the first for both husband and wife. There is a certain 
discrepancy in the figures, however, where 100 women and only 94 men categorize their 
marriage as their first. This is most probably due to the fact that some young women who only 
stayed a short period with their husbands were sometimes found not to count this as a 
marriage. Their first marriage partner, in their eyes, was the one with whom they stayed longer 
or by whom they had a child. However, no man or woman, once divorced or widowed, married 
someone for whom it was the ”very” first time. The discussions also indicated that even when 
the respondent had remarried as a result o f the death of the spouse, there had often been 
divorces, previously or later.



Demelew and Semenj have been married for sixteen years. He is around 
fifty-five and she forty. It is his fourth marriage and her third. Together 
they have two daughters, one infant and one of three. They also have 
four sons aged two, nine, eleven and fifteen years. Living with them are 
also three sons that Demelew had by two previous wives. With eleven 
members Demelew and Semenj have an unusually large household.

Another common household category is that of a divorced or widowed mother 
and her children. As many as 18% of the socially adult4 women live alone in 
their house or with their children.

Asmarech divorced her second husband eight years ago. She prefers to 
live alone because she always has physical pain during sexual 
intercourse. W hen she experienced these problems with her first 
husband his father told her that they had no habit of divorcing in their 
family and she should therefore stay with them. They took her to 
different holy waters and gave her medicines. Although she did feel 
better at times she decided that she must leave her husband. By then she 
had a little boy of two. Asmarech's parents made her remarry after a 
couple of years but the problems continued with her new husband. So, 
again she decided to divorce. She then returned to her home parish 
where she got some land. This was not enough to subsist on but her son 
was employed to herd the neighbours’ cattle. In payment she could milk 
the cows once a week. For many years she subsisted on the butter she 
made from the milk and sold in the market. Asm arech’s son will soon be 
married. W hen he has moved out she plans to have one of her brother’s 
young daughters living with her in order not to be alone.

For men it is unusual to live alone and only 3% of the adult men in Ashena live 
without a wife. All widowed or divorced men have a daughter who performs 
the female tasks for them.

Bógale is sixty years old and divorced his wife a year ago. Living with 
him are three daughters aged nine, thirteen and eighteen years, as well as 
a son of seven. He plans to remarry but has not as yet been able to afford 
the necessary ”betrothal” sum. Since he cannot live alone he told his 
eldest daughter to come home and cook for him. She is married but has 
not yet given birth. As soon as Bógale gets married he will send his

4 A man and woman are considered socially adult when after marriage they have moved into a 
house of their own. See also the discussion later in this chapter.



daughter back to her husband. If the latter does not want to take her 
back, Bógale will find her a new husband.

There are also a few households containing three generations, and some made 
up of grandchildren and grandparents only.

Yenegusnesh’s husband died three years ago. Today she lives with her 
son Anemut who, nineteen years old, is the man of the family who does 
all the ploughing and sowing. Anemut’s young wife left a week ago for 
her parents’ home.She is pregnant and will give birth to their first baby in 
her natal home. There are also two grand-daughters living with 
Yenegusnesh. They are the children of her second daughter. When the 
daughter had divorced her first husband she stayed for a year at her 
mother’s together with the two children. Then when she remarried, two 
years ago, the children stayed with their grandmother, at least for the 
time being.

A great majority of the population in Ashena are illiterate, with some 
differences in the figures for men and women respectively. In the Peasant 
Association 71 % of the men and 99% of the adult women cannot read and 
write. O f these as many as 44%  of the men and 65%  of the women attend the 
literacy campaign which is going on in almost every Peasant Association all 
over the country.

From  the population of 327 households, or 268 adult men and 320 adult 
women, 45 had at the time of the survey joined the Producers Cooperative. 
Seven additional members were sons of PC members still living with their 
parents.

In the following pages the emphasis of the description will be on the 
household as the unit of reproduction and supply of labour. We shall begin the 
description with how a new household is established.



E stablishing a N ew  H ousehold

-  G ettin g  M arried

Girls in Ashena marry when they are aged from nine to thirteen5, while boys 
are in the range seventeen to twenty. A wedding is a very costly affair for the 
parents of both bride and groom since they must invite relatives, neighbours 
and friends to take part in the celebration. The parents have to calculate the 
amount of grain and meat and adapt their production plan to this important 
social event at least one year ahead of its occurrence. W hen they have decided 
the year for the wedding the parents of the groom will start looking around for a 
suitable spouse for their child. In Ashena it is the individual child and his or her 
happiness that is the main focus, since marriages are not contracted to form an 
alliance between families.

There are some general criteria which parents follow in their selection of a 
spouse. According to the religious tradition, marriage should ideally not take 
place within a cognatic unit that has a depth of seven generations. W ithin this 
group people are considered to be blood relatives. It occasionally happens that 
the best partner for a child is a relative only five or six generations distant. 
Marriage between such persons is acceptable if there has been little contact 
between the families. Although marriage rules do not have to be followed 
strictly, they continue to be reckoned with.

Another criterion used for selecting a spouse is to see that no hereditary 
sickness6 can be found in the family, at least not for the last seven generations. 
Youngsters coming from families known to have had such defects are usually 
not even considered. Two other criteria used by Ambaras in general are, on the 
one hand, that the ethnic belonging should be acceptable and, on the other, that 
the spouse should also be a Christian. These requirements are taken for 
granted in the Ashena setting since everybody living in the countryside is a 
Christian and most of them are Ambaras. Intermarriage with the neighbouring

5 According to information obtained from peasants in the area in 1986, a new law was 
promulgated in that year which prohibited marriage for those not sexually mature. Members of 
the Peasant and Peasant W omen’s Associations were given the responsibility of examining 
questionable cases and deciding who would be allowed to marry and who was as yet 
considered immature, a task they had already embarked upon, I was told.
6 Particularly leprosy and other conditions that are assumed to be hereditary.



Agaws is, however, not only accepted but even favoured since the Agaws are 
thought to be very good workers.

Parents in Ashena usually emphasize the social and economic background 
of a presumptive son- or daughter-in-law. It is also important, of course, that 
the character of the spouse is good. An ideal husband-to-be is a hard- working 
boy whose father is a well-known farmer and good husband, while an ideal wife 
is an industrious and pleasant girl whose mother is renowned for her cooking 
and housekeeping. Economic compatibility is also important because only in 
the case of such correspondence will the parents be able to make compatible 
wedding endowments to their respective children.

In the following example a father relates how he and his wife arranged for the 
marriage of their first son:

My wife and I first discussed at home which parents had daughters who 
met all the necessary criteria. I t was also important that they were 
agreeable to the betrothal sum and the endowment we intended to make 
with our son. W hen we had selected one girl we started looking for a 
person who knew both us and the parents of the girl well. We found one 
man and I asked him to introduce me to the people, which he did. On this 
occasion the girl’s father said that they would not marry her this year 
because they had no grain; furthermore her mother was tired and the 
daughter must help her at home for at least another year.

Since my wife and I had agreed that we should marry our son this 
year, we then turned to our next choice. And again I went with a friend to 
their house. A t that time, after I had been invited to drink and food and 
had put forward my proposal, they showed, by being overtly friendly, 
that they were interested. Then I asked the girl’s father how much the 
betrothal sum was. He answered 30 Birr. This meant that we should give 
them 30 Birr for the clothes and articles that the girl was to bring with her 
when she and our son got married. It also told us that her father planned 
to endow her with three to four cattle at the wedding. I asked him to 
reduce the sum but he refused. Finally, however, we agreed saying ”1 
shall discuss it with my wife and you discuss it with yours” . Then we 
decided a date when we were to meet again.

So I went home and told my wife that the girl’s father had said 30 Birr. 
She then told me that the girl’s parents ought to go down one or two Birr 
and that we should agree on 28 Birr. On the day of the appointment I 
went with three marriage elders to the girl’s parents’ house. H er father 
had brought one elder for his daughter. Then again we started to discuss 
the betrothal sum and I suggested 28 Birr. To start with, he did not want 
to agree, but our marriage elders told us it was better for our children to



get married, so he finally said yes. After that we discussed the number of 
cattle that we would endow our children with and agreed upon three 
each. Then we decided the day of the wedding. All these discussions 
were held outside the house of her parents but when we had agreed upon 
everything we were invited inside where we were offered telia (local 
beer), arrake and food. W hen I got home my wife asked me how much 
we had agreed upon and I told her that I had made them reduce by the 
two Birr. She was happy with this and then we discussed the wedding 
preparations.

F  rom this example we can see that marriage is a serious economic affair for the 
parents, often implying intricate negotiations. The ”betrothal sum” is the 
amount of money that must be given by the boy’s parents to the family of the 
girl. The money will be used to prepare the girl for her new position in life. A 
hide of an ox or cow will be bought and used by the couple as a mattress. 
Cotton is bought, spun and woven into new clothes for the bride. She should 
also be supplied with jewellery, a mirror, a scarf and an umbrella out of the 
betrothal money. The betrothal sum is the first stumbling-block in the 
negotiation. These negotiations are important as they contain a comparison of 
status between the prospective groom’s and bride’s families and are also an 
indication of the relative future power relationship between the respective 
spouses. To date, the negotiations among the Amharas about the betrothal 
sum have been given inadequate attention in the ethnographic literature.

The girl’s parents want the betrothal sum to be as high as possible not only 
because they may need it to buy all that their daughter will require, but also 
because it will show how attractive their daughter is as a marriage partner. The 
boy’s parents, on the other hand, want it as low as possible. With their small 
savings a peasant household usually considers any expenditure a big problem. 
If the girl’s parents accept a lower sum than they initially stated, it may indicate 
that they are eager to marry into the boy’s family. The latter could be 
considered attractive because the members are renowned for hard work and a 
good, neighbourly spirit.

The discussion between the parties about the endowment of cattle, which 
follows upon and is related to the betrothal sum, is more closely linked to the 
spouses themselves. Since their land-use rights used to be secured through the 
cognatic descent system, land was usually not a resource that the individual 
families needed to negotiate in the context of marriage. The problem, still 
common to most households in Ashena, is availability of oxen. To ensure the 
basis for a new couple’s continued existence, the parents have to supply them



with at least two oxen with which they can plough the land. It is not enough to 
see to it that they have the oxen, however, it is also necessary that each side 
should give animals of equal value to their children. If one party gives one ox, 
two cows and a calf to their child and the other party offers two oxen, all the 
livestock will have to be valued and priced by marriage elders representing 
both sides. If the endowments are not of equal value the defaulting amount will 
usually be paid in cash. W hen this is not done, the surplus animals are the 
exclusive property of the recipient child and neither the animals nor their 
offspring can be claimed by the spouse.

Control over the animals given to the woman is not handed over to the 
husband, nor is it kept by the woman’s father or brother. She herself has the 
right to dispose of the animals as she sees fit. If a situation arises when she 
wants to separate from her husband she can take her animals and walk away 
from him. As long as she has animals it is not too difficult for her to remarry, if 
she so wishes. The animals and her own rights to land also make it possible for 
her to live alone. Although she neither ploughs nor sows she can always hire a 
man to do these tasks and share the harvest with him.

Although a little more has been written about endowment cattle than about 
the betrothal sum, it is remarkable that so little attention, in the literature on the 
Amharas, has been paid to the oxen given to the bride by her own family. 
Particularly since the cattle seem to be the foundation for the unusually 
independent status of the Amhara woman. Reminick (1973:58), for example, 
only mentions the private property of the bride, such as clothes, jewellery and 
cash, although he notes the equal status between the partners (ibid:46, 343). 
The endowment of cattle of equal value to bride and groom seems not to be a 
phenomenon peculiar to Ashena, however. Messing ( 1957:420) observes that 
upon divorce the Amhara woman may take ”the cows she brought into her 
marriage” and Hoben (1973:44) notes with regard to the marriage agreement 
that the cattle given to them by their respective parental households are of 
equal value. None of them seems, however, to find these cattle of enough 
importance to discuss them in relation to the status of the Amhara woman.

A result of the elaborate discussions of the economic side of marriage is that 
the relative status of the spouses in terms of resource control is clearly defined 
from the beginning. The fact that most men and women are economic equals in 
their marriages is due to the maintenance of these norms and practices. Before 
the land reform this equality was even stronger because of the woman’s right to 
claim rist land through her descent, a right that in principle did not differ from 
that of any man. The land-use rights of women were often not activitated so



long as their husbands had enough land to cultivate and they still lived in his 
natal area. Nevertheless, the rights always constituted a security for women. 
They knew that if they wanted to divorce their husbands they could always 
claim a share of their birthright and return to their area of origin.

A t the inception of marriage each side selects their own ”marriage elders” to 
fulfil two purposes. On the one hand, the knowledge and experience of the 
marriage elders are required by the parties in order to evaluate the animals 
given by each side. Their other task is to remain as friendly advisers once the 
couple have married. W henever there are problems or quarrels the advisers 
must try to mediate between husband and wife in order to safeguard the 
marriage. If, however, the marriage ends in divorce it is the responsibility of the 
marriage elders to see to it that any common property is properly shared. 
Sometimes a man can try to misuse the extra power he has obtained through 
being surrounded by his relatives, to keep some of the animals and other 
property which is actually the rightful share of the wife. Then it is the duty of 
her marriage elders to make him return it.

As already mentioned, the new couple will reside with the parents of one or 
the other spouse, usually the husband’s. The time they spend with the older 
couple will depend on their age when they marry and on how well they learn to 
master their tasks. If they marry very young it is essential that his or her parents 
take the responsibility of guiding them in their married life. They will usually 
also stay longer with the parents when they are married at an early age. Before 
they are allowed to erect a house of their own it is considered absolutely 
essential that they have properly learnt and mastered all the household and 
farming tasks demanden of a mistress and master of a house.

-  M asterin g  the G en d er-D efin ed  T ask s

A wife or mistress of a house has the main responsibility for the female tasks in 
the household. The female sphere of work is spatially defined by the cylindrical 
grain containers which divide the inside of the house like a wall, reaching from 
the ground almost to the roof. This area is used to store food, spices and 
household utensils. I t is a place into which no man is allowed. The work 
performed by women is mainly related to what can be found here. It is the duty 
of the woman to store, clean and process what has been produced on the farm, 
in such a way that it can either be consumed or sold in the market. She also has 
to budget the supplies so that they last until the next harvest. Besides these



responsibilities there are others, like bringing up the children, fetching water 
and fuelwood, cleaning the house and assisting the husband on the farm, tasks 
which are essential to the reproduction of the household as a unit.

The husband or master of the house is in charge of planning the production of 
the amount and variety of food items that he and his wife wish to have. His 
main sphere of work is in the fields where he will plough and sow and be 
responsible for the performance of all the other agricultural tasks. Most men 
consider ploughing the main activity on the farm. They hold that the quality of 
the ploughing, the number of times it is performed and its timing will determine 
the outcome of the harvest. Men also lead, organize and participate in almost 
all other cultivation activities on the farm. Some men assist their wives in 
getting fuelwood or perform small tasks around the house. It is the duty of both 
of them to care for the animals, although oxen are the responsibility of 
men.

Once they are knowledgeable about their tasks, duties and responsibilities, a 
couple can establish their own household. After some years in the home of the 
husband’s parents, they normally build their house in the close neighbourhood 
of the latter in order to remain within sight of each other. A t that time some 
couples already have a child of their own. M ost will, however, settle down in 
their new house waiting and hoping for children to come.

As pointed out by Levine (1972:99), marriage, moving into one’s own house 
and begetting (we could also say ”giving birth to” , depending upon whether we 
have a male or female perspective) a child are the three events which more than 
anything else establish one as an adult. In Ashena a girl is considered a woman 
and a boy a man after having had sexual intercourse. Nevertheless, they are 
usually not categorized as ” social adults” by the community until they have 
moved into a house of their own and have children.

-  E n cu ltu ra tin g  C hildren

Children in Ashena are thought to be G od’s most beautiful gift to human 
beings. A marriage without children or in which the children die at an early age 
is taken as ill-fated or even doomed. The same interpretation is given when all 
the animals of a couple die. In face of such misfortunes husband and wife must 
divorce. If they continue the marriage it means that they are challenging fate 
and such presumptuous behaviour is expected to end in even worse



consequences.7
A union without children is not only considered ill-fated because G od’s 

blessing is lacking, but also because the new household will lack wholeness. To 
the people in Ashena children are longed for because they represent the joy and 
fulfilment of life. W hen a grandchild is bom, a grandparent can die in peace; he 
or she knows that life is going to continue.

Children in Ashena are cuddled and cared for by all the members of the 
household during their first two to three years. W henever they cry they are 
given the mother’s breast to suckle. From  infancy onwards they spend most of 
their time awake, or even asleep, being carried on the back of their mother, 
while she performs her tasks. W hen a mother has to leave the house to fetch 
water or go to the market an elder sister, a grandmother or a sister-in-law will 
usually carry the baby. As much as possible the adults see to it that the infant is 
kept inside the house, protected from the strong sun, the evil eyes of strangers 
and the evil spirits that may roam anywhere outside the compound.

W hen the baby starts toddling, at around the age of two to three, many 
changes occur in his or her life. The mother often has another baby at the breast 
and the toddler must take exclusively solid food. Although he or she is now and 
then carried on the back of elder sisters and sometimes brothers, the mother’s 
back is usually busy with a new baby. Thus the toddler’s range of action 
becomes ever wider; from the breast or back of the mother and the enclosure of 
the house the child now strolls away on the paths leading to different 
neighbours.

W hen children reach the age of about five, they start learning their 
gender-specific tasks. It is play-acting in the beginning and no results or 
responsibilities are expected of them. Girls get a very small earthenware jar 
with which they accompany their mothers to the river for water. A t home they 
try to clean and grind different crops and make the dough for the staple food, 
injera. Spinning, basket-making and crop-weeding are other tasks to which 
they are slowly introduced. Boys in turn help their mothers for a couple of 
years. They run errands, collect fuelwood and also assist in looking after the 
small animals so that they get to know their needs and habits.

Around the age of seven life becomes more serious for both boys and girls. 
From this time on they are expected to follow the main dietary rules of the

7 By the same logic, since children are G od’s gift, Ashena women find it hard to imagine that 
they should take any kind of medicine in order not to become pregnant. How can they refuse a 
gift bestowed upon them by God ?



church. Their assignments also grow in accordance with their increasing 
experience. They do not seem to feel this as a burden, however, but are proud 
when the parents think that they have mastered a task. One woman expressed 
this feeling in the following way:

One day when I was seven years old my mother told me that I was to be 
responsible for making both the injera and the stew for the whole family. 
I started grinding the te ff  in the morning and prepared the dough for the 
injera. A fter  three days I both baked injera and made stew for all of us. 
W hen my father and brothers came home in the evening I served them, 
without me or my mother telling anyone that I had done all the cooking. 
W hen they started eating I was fearful lest they would not like it. W hen 
they had eaten for a while, my father praised the food and said that the 
injera was also well made. Then my mother told him that I had been 
responsible for it all. He was very surprised. I was so happy that I had 
been able to cook so well that even my father did not realize it was 
me.

A  young man had a similar experience :

W hen I became exactly ten years old, my father gave me my own work 
to do. My father made a house for the sheep and the goats. I was the one 
to open the house in the morning, to see to it that the animals grazed 
during the day and to close the house in the evening. While I had the 
responsibility for the goats and sheep not a single one disappeared and 
none was eaten by wild animals. To look after them and bring them up 
was my job. Nobody would help me and I helped no one. This was my 
exclusive responsibility until I was 15 and my father died. Then we 
slaughtered all the sheep and goats in his honour. The animals had 
multiplied so well under my care that we could celebrate his funeral 
properly.

Pride in work is a value that children are taught early in life. They are often 
praised or criticized in terms of this value. They hear judgments being passed 
on youngsters and adults, both women and men, on the basis of the quality and 
quantity of the work performed. In this way respect for work and respect for 
knowledge about the production cycle and food processing is engrained in the 
children from their very first years.

Respect for work may, at least partly, explain the emphasis people put on a 
proper behaviour towards one’s seniors. Seniors in this context are not only 
really old people but even an older sister or brother should be shown deference.



An older sister is often called my "flower” , Abebaye, for the gentleness she 
shows a younger sibling. A big brother is, on the other hand, often addressed as 
”my shield” , Gasheye, for the protection he is expected to give the younger 
and weaker sisters and brothers. The fact that one person is older than another 
implies that he or she has had time to acquire more experience and knowledge 
than the other and thus is worthy of deference.

It is not only work and age that incite respectful behaviour, however. 
Authority based on wealth or influence also has to be treated properly. Persons 
of authority can always be a means of improving one's lot if they are friendly, 
or can become harmful if they have been antagonized.

In words of address, gestures and dress (cf Messing 1957:52211), people 
show not only whether they are above or below the person with whom they 
interact, but also make explicit the degree of the difference. In hierarchical 
situations both parties are well aware of the quality of their relationship and 
express it in both words of address and behaviour. By overreacting in one way 
or another, one can communicate the wish for a closer or more distant 
relationship. All this is part of the cultural system into which the children are 
socialized from their first years.

Parents and other adults see to it that the children behave properly, through 
both rewards and punishments. Praise is the most common way of showing 
appreciation. Sometimes a blessing of the child and his endeavours in the name 
of G od can be more appropriate. G od is called to witness the deed and give the 
child a long life and many children. A mother, who controls the distribution of 
all food and drink in the house, often shows her happiness with a good 
performance by giving her children extra food and drink. In the hands of a 
stepmother, however, the power to reward or punish through the control of 
food and drink is very much feared. M any are the stories told about a youth 
under the severe regime of his father’s new wife. One youngster who came 
home thirsty and hungry from the fields was not even offered water by his 
stepmother. He could do nothing against her, however, as she was the lady of 
the house and all-powerful in the kitchen sphere. Even his sister could not offer 
him water, although she was the one who had fetched it.

W hen a father finds that his offspring are not well treated he may feed them 
from the food he himself has been served. In doing this he is telling his wife that 
she has misbehaved towards her stepchildren because it is her duty to feed 
everyone in the house. A biological mother (or father) usually does not punish 
her children by withholding drink and food. She only criticizes a disobedient 
son or daughter and sometimes gives them a slap.



Boys get the responsibility for bigger and bigger animals with increased age. 
Between twelve and fourteen they then start to plough leaving the herding of 
the animals in the care of younger brothers. Girls, on the other hand, practise 
their various tasks under the watchful eyes of their mothers. W hen they are 
married they are expected to know most of their tasks and to be able to 
demonstrate this in their new homes.

-  C h ildren  and Parents

In relation to their parents children fulfil many different functions during 
different phases in their lives. So long as children live with their parents they 
will be part of the household labour force. W hen parents grow old, their 
children represent their security. Children will farm the land and look after 
their aged parents. Upon the death of the parents the children are also 
necessary to supervise the funeral ceremonies and to see to it that they are 
properly performed. If the proper rituals are not carried out the soul of the dead 
person cannot be released from its earthly bonds.

Parents also have large responsibilities. They are expected to bring up their 
children well and arrange good marriages for them. They also have to give 
them proper endowments of cattle even if this means that they themselves will 
be left with, for example, only one ox. If a couple have no cattle whatsoever, 
their children may not be able to marry. One man unhappily related that his 
twenty-eight-year-old daughter had never been married because he and his 
wife had never been able to afford it. And now it was too late. She was too old 
for a first marriage.

A  good marriage early in life is what parents mainly aspire to for their 
children. The aspirations are in the process of being changed in Ashena, 
however. Due to increasing population and diminishing soil fertility people are 
beginning to feel less secure in their traditional way of life, and this has affected 
the aspirations they have for their children. M any feel that there is not going to 
be enough land to feed them all. A  better alternative, as many see it, is if their 
children get a government job. That will give them a steady income and the 
children will even be able to help their parents with some cash allowances.

In the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s, when people in Ashena started 
to experience formal education, youngsters who had attended school were 
almost certain to get employment. This situation is now changing and every 
year the number of unemployed students in Dangla is increasing. Today,



finding a job is a problem even for those who have completed all the twelve 
grades in school.

Although the peasants no longer consider formal education a secure means 
for obtaining a salaried job, more and more parents send one or two of their 
children to school in town when the household’s resources allow it. School 
attendance affects the age of marriage and those children who go to school will 
usually marry much later in life. W hen they do so, they also often marry 
according to their own choice. Older people say that this would not be so bad in 
itself, had the children at least studied the background, or ’’ancestry” , of the 
spouse to be. They usually neglect this, however, a fact strongly deplored by 
their parents. Furthermore, since late marriages delay the arrival of 
grandchildren many parents fear they will die without ever laying their eyes on 
the ”joy and blessing of life” .

D issolu tion  o f the Marriage Bond

Although parents take care in finding a proper marriage partner for their 
children, the marriage bond is not very strong in Ashena. As mentioned earlier, 
only 35% of the responding population of male and female household heads 
were still married to their first spouse at the time of the survey. All the rest had 
divorced at least once.

The weakness of the marriage bond is, I suggest, a consequence of the 
economic independence of Ashena women and their culturally respected right 
to leave both partner and area. This phenomenon has also been observed in the 
urban context. Bjerén (1985:225), for example, found in Shashemene that 
single females heading their own households were usually of Amhara origin. 
Laketch ( 1978:71 ), in turn, found in her study of prostitution in Addis Abeba, 
that Amhara women were the most common prostitutes. One of the major 
reasons Laketch cites for women in general becoming prostitutes is that there 
are very few other job opportunities open to them in towns. The reason for the 
predominance of Amhara women among the prostitutes could be, she claims, 
that there is very little social stigma attached to prostitution among the 
Ambaras. In view of the marriage negotiations and cattle endowments 
described here, it also seems possible that the lack of stigma attached to both 
divorce and prostitution (which Laketch sees as only one of many mating 
patterns) among Ambaras might be due to the economic independence of 
women.



In discussing the issue of divorce people presented various reasons for its 
prevalence. The most frequent explanation given, particularly by women, was 
that, since the girls were so young when they married, they were like children 
and had childlike needs. They felt forlorn living in a strange family and longed 
for the warmth and support of their mothers. The house and particularly the 
mother-in-law had to be exceptionally welcoming and understanding, allowing 
them to visit their parents often, to make them endure their first period of 
marriage. Men more often mentioned bad looks as a cause for divorce. When 
meeting the spouse a man might find her ugly (he had usually not seen the girl, 
nor she him, before the wedding). It also happened that his parents might have 
found some physical or mental defect in her. W hen a couple divorced very 
early, they usually had no children together.

Divorce which takes place later in a couple’s married life is often a result of 
barrenness or because the children die young. M any other reasons were, 
however, stated as the cause for divorce. It was, for example, said that women 
initiated divorce when their husbands beat them or did not allow them to take 
what they needed from the stores to sell in the market. A woman could also 
separate from a husband who did not farm well or misused the family’s 
resources by squandering the earnings on drinks and girls in town. A man, on 
the other hand, was said to complain about, and even divorce, a wife who was 
not hospitable to their guests. He might also divorce her if he thought that she 
did not treat his parents with proper care and respect. A wife committing 
adultery was certain to be divorced if her husband found out about it, and might 
even lose her cattle as a result of the deed. Infidelity on the part of the husband 
was not considered such a serious moral breach of the rules, however. It was 
not thought to be a cause for divorce and certainly not for the wife’s laying 
hands on his property.

Children are an important reason why a couple and their surrounding try to 
make a marriage continue in spite of marital problems. If  the efforts do not help 
and the couple decide to divorce in spite of the children, the mother will usually 
take the youngest, while those who have reached an age when they can work 
will remain with the father. Since a man in Ashena is not thought to be able to 
live alone, he has to remarry quickly. Stepmothers are, however, in general 
considered to be a negative phenomenon. They are believed to mistreat their 
stepchildren (in Ashena people talked of only one exception to this rule, a 
woman who, in fact, had no biological children of her own). Hence, with young 
children about, divorce is not considered a good solution. The best way to act, 
according to elders advising parents with children, is to try and marry the



children off first and thereafter, if they still want to divorce, the parents can 
break up their own marriage in the proper way.

Remarriage, either as a result of divorce or death of the spouse, is not 
difficult, so long as the parties still possess cattle. A  complicating factor for a 
man is that he has to get hold of the required betrothal sum, without which he 
cannot marry. Since it is a heavy responsibility to feed many extra people, a 
woman who is left a widow with many small children can also encounter 
problems in finding a new spouse. There is, however, no moral or cultural 
disapproval connected with divorce and remarriage.

The Church only accepts one type of marriage. This is marriage in church 
when the spouses take communion together. Such a marriage is indissoluble 
except by special dispensation from the church. This is not the type of marriage 
into which a young couple are brought. Neither will adults generally undertake 
church marriages. Sometimes it happens that an old couple, who have been 
together for several years and have weathered the ups and downs of married 
life, are married in church. Priests are also married in church, but if they 
divorce, which they frequently do, they lose the right to act in a clerical 
capacity.

The type of marriage common in Ashena is called the civil contract marriage 
-  the traditional form which involves neither the prestige of the Church nor the 
priest in his religious function. It is important to note that the other types of 
Christian ”mating patterns” (Laketch 1978:14, 15), such as ”wage marria
ges” or mistress-and-lover relationships, were very unusual, and nobody 
worked as a prostitute in the parish. The reason for this difference between 
town and countryside is most probably the fact that all the women living in 
Ashena had some rights to land and had returned home after divorce because 
all their relatives were living there. Urban women, on the other hand, have 
neither independent means of livelihood nor close kin where they reside. They 
therefore have to look for other means of supporting themselves.

The practice of civil contract marriage and the postponement of church 
marriage until late in life can, in certain respects, be seen as an adaptation by 
the people to the strict demands of the Church. Since people know that it is 
more common to divorce than to stay with their first partner, they marry 
according to the civil contract. Only when they feel confident that they will not 
transgress the rules of the church and that they can abide by general respect for 
the communion, will they be married in church.

Even from a moral point of view there is no stigma attached to a divorced 
person. On the contrary, the general opinion is that a marriage in which the



spouses are not happy and cannot agree with each other is better dissolved. 
Then each gets a chance to find peace and happiness with someone else. In 
some cases it is seen as an advantage if the spouse has been married before. If, 
for example, the woman has given birth during the first marriage she has 
proved that she is not barren. Virginity is a requirement only for the first 
marriage.

Although women in many respects have the same rights as men, the latter 
dominate their common life in other ways. Physical force is an important 
means of maintaining this domination and many women are beaten by their 
husbands. Another restriction on the rights of women is that they are not 
allowed to speak out in court if, for example, they have had a fight with 
somebody, but must have a man to represent them. Usually it is also the men 
who congregate at meetings in the community, and even if a woman is present 
she will not speak unless she is very advanced in age.

In spite of this male supremacy, both men and women recognize and 
express, in all that they say and do, their mutual interdependence. The strict 
division of labour is both an expression of this interdependence and in turn 
reinforces it. On the other hand, both parties are well aware (although the 
women were more explicit about this than the men) that women are 
economically independent of their husbands and can take their share of the 
property and leave their men if they consider this to be the best solution for 
themselves.

The economic independence between the spouses in Ashena is based on 
both husband’s and wife's individual access to land and cattle. Combined with 
a non-interfering attitude on the part of the Church and, in some cases, support 
from society, this independence appears to have facilitated divorce. Adult men 
and women can only with great difficulty live alone, however, because the high 
interdependence between male and female roles makes it necessary for 
households to contain both an adult man and an adult woman. Therefore, the 
high divorce rate goes with a correspondingly high frequency of remarriage.

The H ouseholds Cycle and G enerational Links

Once the children are married the parents maintain their best contact with 
those of their children who remain geographically close. As in the case of the 
relationship between husband and wife, that between the parental household 
and the son’s family can be characterized as a mixture of independence and



interdependence. To be a separate production unit the new household has to 
have the basic resources necessary for farming, namely land and oxen. Since a 
couple, as a rule, are endowed with oxen at the time of their wedding, these 
animals will not be the cause of conflict between parents and children. Land 
can, however, be a source of disagreement and disturbed relations. Usually the 
control over land is in the hands of the father. W hether he gives some of the 
land away to the son or not depends on many different factors. The most 
important criterion is the size and needs of the father’s household. His own 
personal character and the quality of his relationship with his son will also 
influence the decision. If a father thinks that he has more land than he needs, he 
will pass some strips over to a son. Usually, however, sons work on a share 
basis with their fathers, initially paying from one-third to two-thirds of the 
produce as a kind of rent. While the members of the son’s household increase 
in number, those of the father’s usually decrease and their needs as well as their 
labour input will be reversed. If the father, under such circumstances, does not 
relinquish some of his land to the son, bitterness and family conflicts are likely 
to ensue.

Before the revolution disputes over land between father and son were solved 
in various ways. Most commonly a son could try to get rist land on his mother’s 
side or move to the wife’s parental area and thereby get away from an 
overpowering father. This is almost impossible since the reform. Land must 
now be obtained in the area of one’s birth. In Ashena, as in many other parts of 
Ethiopia, there is no surplus land that can be reclaimed. All the available land 
has already been distributed to existing households and a married son can only 
get land by obtaining a share from his father. If a father absolutely refuses to 
part with some of his land, the son can seek redress through the executive 
committee of the Peasant Association. The members will hear the views of 
both father and son as well as of neighbours and can, if they find the claims of 
the son correct, take some of the father’s land and give it to the son. There was 
one such case pending in Ashena during the time of the study.

There was a son who had a wife and five children to support and a father 
living with his wife only. The father wanted the son to continue working 
on a share basis, with the father getting 2/3 of the harvest. The son had 
been doing this for many years, but found it impossible to continue since 
he could not feed his increasing family on this basis. The executive 
committee of the Ashena Peasant Association looked into the matter 
and found the son’s claims valid. Since, however, they did not want 
father and son to split up and become enemies, they handled the matter



slowly. They told the father that it would be better for all concerned if he 
gave his son some of the land voluntarily. They also said that he should 
realize that he was getting older and more tired and would soon be in 
physical need of the son’s help. If he alienated the son, the latter would 
have no moral duty to help him.

While children are morally bound to support their parents in their old age, 
offering them food or farming for them, parents are also morally bound to set 
their children up properly and support them to become economically 
autonomous. W hen they do not do this, they are thought greedy and are less 
likely to be called upon to act in community affairs. If the parents themselves 
do not follow the moral rules the duties of the children are correspondingly 
weakened. Children who without cause refuse to help their parents will be less 
favourably looked upon in society. They will not be respected or assisted as 
readily as those with a good reputation. In this way the mores in the society 
strengthen the bonds and interdependence between parents and children.

The mother and daughter-in-law play essential roles for the intricate 
relationship between the two households and often skilfully handle sensitive 
situations between fathers and sons. Frequently, if the father is still married to 
the biological mother of the son, a breakdown of the contacts will be avoided. 
The mother will mediate between the father and son and help them to reach 
some kind of agreement. Similarly, the daughter-in-law can help cement the 
relationship between her family and that of her in-laws by being hospitable, 
kind and ready to help. In such cases their contacts can be both close and 
mutually beneficial. The grandparents will then help to take care of 
grandchildren when their daughter-in-law is busy or to look after the house 
when she goes to the market. She in turn will assist them in marketing and help 
them in a variety of other ways.

The quality of the contact between women and their families of origin 
usually depends upon the geographical distance between them. People walk to 
see each other and since women are fully occupied with their daily tasks, they 
cannot do much visiting when there is a long distance between their dwellings. 
A t the beginning of her marriage a woman has to ask her mother-in-law for 
permission to visit her parents. W hen she has a house of her own, her own tasks 
and the willingness of her husband decide when and whether she can visit her 
parents.

A man living in his parental area is usually not close to his wife’s parents. 
They do not have any common economic bonds. Once a woman has got her



wedding animals she does not expect any important economic gifts or benefits 
from her parents, nor does she owe them any. A man’s parents-in-law therefore 
have neither rewards nor punishments to bestow upon him or their daughter, 
although the moral obligation between daughter and parents to help each other 
is still considered very important. The interdependence between the 
generations thus rests on an ethic that parents and children should help each 
other. If, however, one of the parties does not fulfil his/her moral obligations 
towards the other, the latter is, in the eyes of the community, released from 
parental or filial duties. The dependence is based on control over essential 
resources, a control which changes with time. W hen the children are young the 
parents control land and other economic resources. W hen the parents grow 
older the power relationship, particularly between father and son, is reversed. 
A t that time the labour power of the son becomes essential to the father who, 
especially since the revolution, cannot employ any outsider to farm for him. 
The value system underlines the mutuality of this interdependence between the 
generations. Nevertheless, the parental duty to assist the children to become 
economically independent is also emphasized. Strongly shared values thus 
help to safeguard the autonomy of the children even when this comes into 
conflict with the economic interests of the parents.



The Household: Patterns o f  Production

Introduction

The focus in the previous chapter was on the domestic cycle of the Ashena 
household. The household as a unit as well as the relations between members 
within the household were depicted. While the emphasis in the previous 
presentation was on the social aspects of the household, the present chapter 
focuses on the economic activities of the farm. Special attention is given to the 
pattern of economic reproduction, which is seen as an outcome of the planning, 
implementation and budgeting performed by husband and wife together. There 
are, however, wide variations in the strategies between households due to an 
unequal access to resources. In a wider perspective the links between the 
subsistence-oriented Ashena households and the state can also be discerned in 
the households’ production and consumption cycles, and they are reflected in 
the households’ budgets.

Peasant production is aimed both at securing the subsistence of the 
household and at sale in the market. Galeski (1972:10,11) characterizes the 
peasant economy as a fusion or identification of the ” enterprise” with the 
domestic economy of the family. In this context the ”enterprise” produces 
exchange values, while the domestic economy produces use values. These 
terms, which are often considered to be very abstract, were in the Ashena 
context found to be ethnographically useful and valid. Both crops and animal 
products were weighed by the peasants in terms of what they themselves 
wanted and needed for home consumption as against the price the item would 
fetch in the market. Sometimes the use value predominated over the exchange 
value and on other occasions the need for cash was so strong that a crop which 
people would have preferred to consume at home had to be sold in the 
market.



The M ain E conom ic R esources

The three most essential assets for farm production in Ashena are labour, land 
and animals for ploughing. Tools and other domestic animals can also be 
important but are neither as basic to the production process nor as difficult to 
get hold of.

The previous chapter dealt with labour from the standpoint of the tasks and 
duties performed by the members of the household. Although husband and 
wife usually carry the responsibility and perform the heaviest work, it is 
important to note that youngsters, when present in the house, are considered 
great assets. They are often capable of fulfilling very demanding tasks which 
can increase the overall production of the household. Small children and 
parents too old or sick to work can, on the other hand, sometimes be a heavy 
burden on both the labour capacity of the other household members and on the 
household’s food resources. In this way there can sometimes be excess of 
labour and sometimes shortage of labour in relation to land because of the 
particular composition and stage of the household in the developmental 
cycle.

W ubet and Berhanu are an example of how shortage of labour power in 
relation to land and family size can suddenly appear. W ubet and 
Berhanu had eleven children, of whom seven are still alive. The twelfth 
child is on its way. W ubet also has two children by her second husband. 
Berhanu is a very hard worker and so is Wubet. She spends almost as 
many hours in the fields as her husband. Since the last pregnancy she 
has been very sickly, however, and cannot work as she did previously. 
This has resulted in a shortage of labour power which has put a great 
strain on relations in the household. The crops from the fields are needed 
to feed the family members. And Berhanu continues to work hard but 
that is not enough. He also expects the children to do all the work their 
mother used to do and gets mad at them when they cannot manage. The 
oldest son has just left for the war front after a quarrel with his father. 
The next, a student at the secondary school in Dangla, has little time to 
help his father. The others are still too young to be of much use in the 
fields. Because of all the quarrels W ubet is now considering divorce. 
The sudden shortage of labour power has thus indirectly affected the 
whole household which is on the verge of splitting up.

Before the land reform it was common to recruit grandchildren, nieces, 
nephews or youngsters from poorer families to a household where there was



need for extra labourers. In return for their work, the youngsters were later 
married off with some livestock, usually more than their own parents would 
have comfortably afforded. In this way the system permitted a redistribution of 
labour resources between households. The new principles with regard to land 
distribution have changed this practice. W hat remains is the custom placing 
some grandchildren in the home of the grandparents so that the latter will not 
be alone in their house.

As stated in chapter 2, the land and land-use rights people held before the 
land reform were obtained through the cognatic descent system. In Dangla 
woreda as many as 87% of households held land in this way according to 
Tesfaye Teklu (1979:6,7).' There were also landless people of various kinds. 
Some were still sustained by agricultural activities, even though they did not 
cultivate their own land but were living as dependants or tenants. Agriculture 
ultimately provided the living also for the one millworker. A majority, or 72% 
of the landless, however, worked as hired labourers outside farming. In Ashena 
the distribution of land in 1975, before the land reform, was as shown in Table 
5:1, according to the same source:

Table 5:1
D istribution o f  Land in A shena before 1975, 

according to size in hectare and number o f  households in %

Landless 0.01-1.0 1.1-2.5 2.6-3.5 3.6-4.5 4.6-10.0

Households % 
Area % total

22.22 
3.1

11.1
38.3

40.0
10.5

6.7
27.8

13.3
20.4

6.6

Average size per holding: 2.52 hectares Source: Tesfaye Teklu 1979:26-28

1 A s mentioned in the Introduction, all figures relating to land size can be taken only as 
approximations since no cadastral surveys had been made. The main source of information 
was the respondents’ own answers. Nevertheless, the figures show certain general trends in 
landholding relations which I believe justify their presentation.
2 There is no further information in Tesfaye Teklu’s report about the landless people in Ashena 
in spite of the fact that they constitute the second largest category in the sample. When doing a 
similar survey I found that many of those who had been categorized as landless were too young 
and even unmarried at the time the question referred to and therefore could not have had 
access to land. Since the question had been formulated in such a way that they were asked if 
they had held land in a particular year, they answered no without elaborating on the reason. 
They were therefore categorized as landless, thereby inflating the number of this category of 
people and giving a skewed picture of the ratio between landless and landowning households 
before the revolution. This seems to be a very common error which has also been discussed in 
other contexts, see e.g. Leach 1967:85 If. and for problems with quantitative information see 
also Mitchell 1983. My own observations from Ashena indicate that the figure of 22.2%  
landless should be substantially reduced to correspond to the pre-revolutionary figures.



From the table we can see that land was not evenly distributed in Ashena. 
There were no big landowners, however, since nobody had more than 10 ha of 
land. The variations in size between the holdings were to some extent 
neutralized by the fact that there was a certain correlation between the size of 
land holding and family size so that large families also had large holdings 
(Tesfaye Teklu 1979:29).

After the land reform, the main principle as regards distribution of land was 
to give households of the same size an equally large share of the land. The 
executive committee of the local Peasant Association estimates the size of its 
total holdings, the quality of the soil and the number of households contained 
within the PA boundaries. On the basis of this information and with the 
objective that farmers shall as far as possible continue to cultivate the land they 
have inherited, the committee devises criteria for the distribution. In Ashena 
the norm used was that husband and wife should get 4 kadas  ( 1 kada  = 0.25 ha 
approximately), and an additional kada  for each child.

The result of the first round of redistribution in Ashena which took place in 
1978 is reflected in Table 5:2:

Table 5:2
D istribution o f  Land in A shena in 1978 

according to size in hectare and number o f  households in %

Landless 0.01-1.0 1.1-2.5 2.6-3.5 3.6-4.5 4.6-10

Households % 2.3 28.1 45.7 15.2 6.5 2.3
Area %  total 10.0 42.9 25.6 15.0 6.5

Average size per holding: 1.89 ha

Source: Tesfaye Teklu 1979:32-34

The land reform appears to have resulted in an equalization in land ownership 
between households of similar size and in a reduction of the number of landless 
peasants. It is not possible, however, to say, from the available information, 
whether a majority of the previously landless and hired labourers obtained land 
or whether they moved to town in response to the revolution. A few traditional 
craftsmen who had never held land in Ashena were given some in the 
redistribution. Their share was smaller per household than that of others since,



it was said, they also had their craft to live off. The correlation between 
household size and land holding became closer as a result of the redistribution 
(Tesfaye Teklu 1979:31).

The peasants in Ashena do not only distinguish between differences in the 
size of plot to which each household has access; the quality of the soil is often 
more important. They divide soils into three different categories: fertile (lem), 
semi-fertile (lemketef) and unfertile (tef), according to what can be grown on 
the soil and the size of the harvests obtained. Since people in the main are 
allowed to continue cultivating the plots they had before the revolution, it was 
not possible to have a simultaneous equalization of land both from the point of 
quality and of size. Such a requirement would have had far-reaching 
consequences for the settlement pattern in Ashena since people lived scattered 
over the whole PA. Their view of their work and the degree of control they have 
over the products of their own labour power would also have been affected. 
Access to good soil is often due to the industriousness of previous generations: 
some people worked hard, planted perennials and improved the soil that they 
left to their children. A complete reshuffling of land would have meant that 
many individuals lost access to all their perennials as well as to their dwellings 
and other buildings. They would also have lost the benefit of any land 
improvements made. Since such considerations were found to be very 
important, land quality was not given much weight in the redistribution of land 
and size was the main criterion used.

The third basic asset required for farm production consists of oxen. The 
importance of draught oxen in Ethiopian plough agriculture has been noted in 
many instances.3 In an analysis estimating the division of costs for crop 
production in Ethiopia in 1977/78 oxen were estimated at 34% of the costs, 
while material inputs like seed, fertilizer and tools were estimated at 10% and 
labour at 56% .4 Being the main draught animals, oxen therefore have a key 
position in plough agriculture.

As we can see from Table 5:3, the ploughing capacity for more than 50% of 
the households in Ashena was very poor in 1980/81, when I conducted my

3 See e.g. Ståhl 1977 and Haglund 1980a, 1980b. In his monograph from Tigre Bauer (1975) 
also describes the oxen as the weak link in the agricultural system. I do not agree with Bauer 
when he says that the much lusher environment in Gojjam does not make the oxen so 
important to the Gojjam farmer (ibid:245 ), however. My information from Ashena in Gojjam 
rather enhances the importance of the oxen and their key role in agriculture.
4 The Agricultural Sample Survey was carried out by the Ministry of Agriculture, Addis 
Abeba, and reported upon in Haglund 1980 a.



survey. A majority of households did not have a viable pair of oxen to work 
with. The figures look somewhat better if we only consider the situation of 
male-headed households.

Table 5:3 
D istribution o f  oxen  

by households in the A shena PA 1980-19815 in %

Oxen 0 1 2 3 4 Total

All Households % 32 24 35 4 5 100 (327)
Male-headed H H s %  23 25 41 5 6 100 (264)
Gojjam % 18 34 38 8 2 100
Ethiopia % 83/84 38 32 25 4 2 101

Source: Survey conducted during fieldwork and M oA 1984.

Only 44%  of all households or 52% of male-headed ones in Ashena have 
access to a pair of oxen. This is the case although access to two oxen is 
considered locally as a precondition for a household’s ability to survive, and all 
marriage arrangements can be seen as attempts at securing a pair for the newly 
wed. The unequal access to oxen often originates in differences in marriage 
endowments. Parents wealthy in animals can give more to their children than 
those who are poor. Although cattle frequently die, it is easier for people who 
have many at the beginning to keep at least some alive and let them breed than 
for those who start out with only a couple of oxen or less. In this way variations 
between households which originate from wedding endowments can be 
perpetuated and increased over time. And even the difference of one single ox 
has a great effect on the size of the harvest.

According to some studies one pair of oxen is generally necessary to 
cultivate two hectares6 or what is at present almost the average amount of land

5 The members of the Producers Cooperative were registered in the survey with the number of 
oxen with which they joined the PC. W hat the PC as a legal unit had acquired has not been 
included in this table.
6 There are trials being conducted by the International Livestock Centre for Africa (ILCA) to 
cultivate land with the use of a single ox. F or this purpose the centre developed a new yoke and 
harness and modified the local plough. Some successful trials have been reported in various 
ILCA publications, see e.g. ILCA Bulletin No 17, January 1984 and N o 18 April 1984.



held by a household. This calculation must, however, be taken as an 
approximate figure. M any factors influence the traction power of oxen and 
make generalizations over large areas difficult. Although households in 
Ashena can survive even if they have less than two oxen such households are 
considered to be badly off both by themselves and by those with two oxen or 
more.

Households that do not have two oxen try in different ways to compensate 
for this deficiency. If a man has two oxen and one suddenly dies he can ask a 
friend or relative for the use of his ox for a few days when it is not otherwise 
employed. People avoid making this a habit because such unequal assistance 
puts a strain on the personal relationship. Instead the peasant will prefer to 
harness an old but no longer calving cow with his one ox. W ithout such a cow 
he will look around for someone with whom to cooperate. Preference is given 
to a person who is in the same condition as himself and with whom he has a 
good relationship. The two peasants can use the oxen on alternate days or at 
least approximately the same number of days in total. A farmer without any 
oxen at all is forced to plough for somebody else for two days in order to borrow 
the oxen for his own land for one day. In this perspective, the power of an ox is 
very highly valued by Ashena standards and anybody with less than two oxen 
will get a smaller harvest even if he is successful.

M ost households also have a cow and some poultry but only a minority have 
a donkey or goat of their own. The cows do not give much milk since the calving 
interval is usually three years and the lactation period only six to seven 
months. But the amount given represents an additional important source of 
food. Although cows do not contribute substantially to the total household 
economy, they are valuable to those who have them mainly because of their 
capacity to reproduce oxen.

The most common tools that farmers use are a plough, made of a wooden 
plough-beam with an iron ploughshare, a sickle for harvesting the crops and a 
wooden pitchfork for winnowing. M any tools, including those used by the 
women when treating and processing the crops, are made by the peasants 
themselves. The rest, particularly steel-wares, are cheap and easily accessible 
but the peasants complain about their bad quality.

The social position that a farmer has in the community may be another 
important asset that he or she can make use of. The value of this asset is, 
however, impossible to estimate in economic terms. In Ashena a person’s 
social position and corresponding network often determine the type and kind of 
information, support and help that he or she gets, irrespective of whether the



interaction is with neighbouring peasants or with government representatives 
in Dangla town. Some people in Ashena had, for example, well-established 
relations with government employees which they could use both for their own 
direct benefit and for influencing other people. Through distributing informa
tion and contacts to other peasants they could attach the latter closer to 
themselves. Although the social position of a person is not a production asset 
in itself, it must not be forgotten when we try later to understand how the 
Producers Cooperative was viewed as an option.

Looking at the main production assets and their distribution over the various 
households in Ashena, it is obvious that there are great variations in the 
individual composition of these resources. Availability of labour is closely 
related to the domestic cycle of the household and may be most circumscribed 
when the need is greatest. Land is another factor that creates differences 
between households. The sizes of the plots were equalized by the land reform, 
but the difference in quality between the shares continued. Oxen are also 
unevenly distributed, due to the respective situation of the parents at the time 
of the wedding. These discrepancies between Ashena households in their 
access to the three basic production resources, labour, land and oxen, affect 
both their production strategies and their view of their own possibilities.

Agricultural and Crop H ouseholding Practices

The households in Ashena cultivate between three and five different crops 
every year. The most frequent ones are in order of importance: teff\barley (two 
types), maize, finger millet and potatoes. M any households also grow 
Ethiopian vegetables such as spinach and make use of wild lupine. A few, who 
have the right soil for it, cultivate the oil seed, nug, as well as beans och peas. 
The number of plots is usually the same as the number of main crops, that is 
three to five. Very little intercropping is practised.

Dung is used as fertilizer for maize and potatoes. Maize in particular 
requires a lot of cow dung, a fact that makes it almost impossible for people 
without cattle to cultivate maize. A majority of the households (68% ) buy 
imported fertilizer via the Ministry of Agriculture.7

7 A figure that can be compared with the average for Ethiopia as a whole, which is 7% 
according to personal communication by some experts from the Ministry of Agriculture. As 
pointed out to me by Mikael Ståhl, Gojjam, Shoa and Arsi are privileged when it comes to 
distribution of fertilizer.



Men often plough the soil a couple of times during the dry season. Once 
during the ploughing women accompany the men to uproot the grass from the 
soil. W hen the rains come, from June to July, an intensive ploughing period 
begins which is soon followed by the sowing of early crops. Both ploughing and 
sowing are exclusively male tasks, although women take part in planting the 
potatoes.

Men are also responsible for the weeding that follows at different intervals 
after the sowing. In this they are assisted by their wives and older children. 
Some crops, like maize, need intensive weeding, while others, like early 
barley, hardly require any at all. The adult men are responsible for cutting the 
stalks at harvest time, although in this task too they get practical help from 
women and children. Threshing is organized by the men who take turns with 
friends, parents or brothers, using each other’s cattle. The cattle of at least 
three to four people are needed. Winnowing is performed by men individually 
or by a father and a son. The harvest is thereafter carried home on the backs of 
the women who also store it.

The women build the stores themselves. They make layers of clay some 20 
cm thick which they put one on top of the other to make a conical form. As soon 
as the grain reaches the brim of one layer, another is added, until they almost 
reach the top of the house. W hen the women need grain, they start serving 
themselves from the top and break off a layer when they cannot reach below it. 
The stores are placed on stones and are an easy and common target for rats. 
T e ff is often attacked by termites, a disaster often not observed until all the 
seeds are finished. The loss of grain in storage can be very high and demanding 
on the family’s resources.

The grain is usually stored without much cleaning, directly after winnowing. 
This is women’s work. The women clean the grain later, before cooking or 
marketing it. Potatoes and maize are eaten as the need arises and only what 
remains after the season will be stored. The cleaning, drying, grinding, roasting 
and cooking of the grain are some of the most time-consuming tasks that the 
women perform.

In figure 5:1 I have depicted the agricultural year in Ashena as represented 
by a household cultivating the five most common crops. The agricultural work 
is very closely related to the weather. Almost all activities start in M arch, if the 
rain comes. If it does not, the men will have to wait with their ploughing until it 
comes... hopefully, no later than May or June. The climatological dependence 
gives rise to some peak periods when the demand on available labour resources 
is very high. In Ashena the most labour-intensive period is between April and



Figure 5.1 
The Agricultural Year in A shena  

for a Peasant H ousehold  Cultivating 5 Crops with one Pair o f  Oxen.
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August, with variations within that time due to the weather and crops 
cultivated. Figure 5:1 also shows that the most intensive work periods for both 
men and women are between M ay and October. This has to be reckoned with 
by every peasant head of household when determining the household’s 
particular farm strategy.8 It is worth noting that the introduction of changes in 
people’s cropping pattern or seed varieties often increase the demand on their 
labour resources. The fact that the new labour requirements often converge on 
the already labour-intensive period may mean that nobody is free to do the 
extra work, and changes aimed at improving people’s production capacity 
readily fail.

Farm Strategies and Consum ption Pattern

In choosing what to cultivate the main goal that a couple have in mind is to 
satisfy the consumption needs of the members of their household. These needs 
affect both the crop varieties chosen and the plots allotted to the crops. When 
the domestic or use needs are satisfied, the couple can consider which crops 
can bring them a high exchange value in the market. There are necessities 
which are not produced at home and which must be bought from the market. 
Apart from that, the household needs cash from the market for different types 
of taxes. Each household therefore tries to cultivate varieties that will bring 
them a high income. They cannot choose the crops only with an eye to the price 
and harvest, however. They are restricted in their choice by the quality of their 
land, and the availability of labour and oxen. Each crop has its own 
characteristics and time sequence. It will demand a certain type of soil and a 
smaller or bigger input of labour. All these factors are considered before a 
peasant makes his choice.

For Mulu and Yeteminj there is a great change in the production pattern 
this year because they have more labour power than before. They have 
three daughters and four sons living with them. For their nine-member 
(eleven two years ago) household they have been given 12 kadas  of land 
by the PA. The change in labour power is due to their two sons, 
Admassu and W ube, who can both plough. Last year Admassu spent all

8 Circumstances of this kind should be considered to a much greater extent than at present 
when interventions from outside are planned.



his time at school and Wube was not strong enough to work as an adult. 
This year, however, both accompany their father to the fields. Mulu has 
three oxen, one of which he lends to a neighbour every other day in 
return for borrowing the neighbour’s ox. This year as many as six kadas 
of land have been planted with teff, while last year it was only three. 
Mulu has one field with exceptionally good soil on which he has sown 
peas. They will be used for the daily stew. Yeteminj needs more peas, 
however, as well as spices and other items from the market. To cover the 
expenses som of the te ff  will be sold, but Mulu has also sown one kada  
with the oil seed nug. M ost of the nug will be sold to the oil mill in town 
and the rest is used by Yeteminj when making stew. Two kadas of land 
are planted with millet. Although its price in town is low, it makes good 
beer and will only be used for home consumption. The field around the 
house is planted with maize and potatoes. Everybody in the house 
assists in weeding the maize which has to be done in a couple of days. 
The market price of these crops is not worth the work put into them. 
Maize and potatoes are never sold, however. They and the spinach 
grown on a small plot in the same field are the means enabling the family 
to survive during the rainy season and the ensuing months, until the 
crops can be harvested. Mulu expects this year’s harvest to be so big that 
he can invest in some goats. N ext year may be problematic, however. It 
is Admassu’s last year in school and he talks about concentrating on his 
studies. W ube has also mentioned, although not to his father, that he is 
thinking of enrolling in the military. If the youngsters leave, Mulu will 
again have to change crops and replace much of the te ff  with the less 
labour-demanding barley.

Farming is a hazardous undertaking. In Ashena where all agriculture is 
rainfed, the peasants not only have to adapt to the climate but also have to 
come to grips with the quantity and quality of the land, and the high 
dependence on oxen and labour. Since the land reform, a peasant cannot do 
much to increase the amount of his land. The boundaries are decided by the 
executive committee of the Peasant Association and without their sanction the 
amount of land cannot be increased.

The quality of the steadily deteriorating soil is a cause of great concern to the 
farmers. They have for generations tried to increase the fertility in different 
ways. One method was to let land lie fallow. In particular the yield of te ff 
increases greatly on fallow land. Nowadays, since the population has grown in 
Ashena it is no longer possible to let land lie idle, even temporarily. All land is 
permanently cultivated.

One soil-saving method that is still practised everywhere in Ashena is crop



rotation. A customary way of practising crop rotation for a peasant with at 
least three pieces of land is as follows:

On piece one the peasant will cultivate te ff  the first year, finger millet the 
second when fertilizer will be needed, and te ff  in the third year when 
again he will have to add fertilizer.

On piece two, the same peasant will cultivate finger millet the first 
year, te ff  the second, and nug during the third year.

On piece three the peasant will plant barley the first year, te ff the 
second, which gives a very good harvest, and finger millet the third. 

The most recent practice for soil improvement is to add imported fertilizer to 
specific crops. With the use of fertilizer, the output of te ff  usually doubles in 
size. It was mentioned earlier that as many as 68% of the households in 
Ashena used fertilizer on some of their crops at the time of the survey. The 
price of fertilizer is an important factor affecting cultivation practices. 
Fertilizer has long been subsidized by the Ethiopian government. Between 
1980 and 1981 the government reduced the subsidies and prices went up. The 
effect was immediate and farmers all over the country stopped buying 
fertilizer. They had calculated the price of the fertilizer, the additional work 
that the fertilizer required and the market price of crops and realized that they 
would lose on the transaction. The government then increased its subsidies 
again.

The peasants can do nothing to change the climate but they try to spread the 
risks inherent in the agricultural venture. A field of finger millet, for example, 
may be sown and resown at stages during each of the three months of June, 
July and August. By spreading the risks in this way, there is a good hope that 
the seeds planted during at least two of the three months will grow well and that 
the harvest will suffice. Such a course of action is not only a precaution against 
the vagaries of the weather but also against locust attacks and other hazards 
such as human and animal disease.

W hen much work is required on the farm or in the house the farmers get up 
early and work until late. During slack periods there is ample time for social 
affairs like weddings and visiting. Only the death and subsequent wake of a 
close relative or of somebody important will make a peasant leave his farm 
work during an intensive agricultural period. In spite of this flexibility, the 
religious rules prohibiting certain types of work on holy days are always 
followed. Thus Saturdays and Sundays are strictly kept days when men should 
not plough and women should not fetch water. Particular parishes also have 
their own specific regulations. In some parishes men can weed or plant



seedlings on Saturdays even if they do not plough, and in others it is stated that 
women should not pound coffea beans on the 21st of each month which is 
M ary’s day. In Ashena there are three days each month, apart from Saturdays 
and Sundays, on which no agricultural work must be performed. For the 
individual, who frequently has a personal guardian saint, one more day is often 
added to these.

The annual cycle of social life and celebrations not only occurs when the 
labour requirements on the farm are small, however, but also coincides with 
the harvest of crops when plenty of food is available. This makes the end of the 
farming season a time of recuperation when it is possible for relatives, friends 
and neighbours to visit, eat together and talk at leisure.

During other periods than that of post-harvest socializing, life for the male 
head of the peasant household in Ashena is filled with concern about how to 
make the best use of the resources available and how to satisfy the needs of his 
dependants. Risks have to be calculated and odds, if possible, improved 
upon.

Anemut calculated the fertilizer needed and compared the price with the 
official te ff  price. Last year he planted three fields with te ff  to which he 
had added only slightly less than the recommended amount of fertilizer. 
Two fields had been eaten by locusts and the remaining ie/fjust about 
covered his expenses in seeds and fertilizer. This year he decided to sow 
te ff  in four fields but only add half as much fertilizer as recommended. 
He also decided to divide the sowing periods into three, instead of two as 
he had done last year, hoping for a maximum loss of some 30% of the 
yield. He could not spread the sowing over a longer period than this 
because the seeds would not have enough time to develop and ripen.

Women, although party to the planning their husbands perform, usually take 
over from where they finish. When the crops are stored the women estimate 
their value against the needs of the household and market prices. Each time 
they go to the market they weigh the needs of the household against the market 
price of the day and select the crop they consider most suitable for sale.



Re-investm ent, C onsum ption and Marketing

The grain stores in Ashena are situated in the house. By being placed inside the 
house the grain has also been put within the female sphere of responsibility. 
The housewife has to see to it that the crops are properly utilized and will 
suffice for all regular as well as unexpected needs of the household but she 
suffice for all regular as well as unexpected needs of the household. All big 
expenses are, however, discussed between husband and wife, and in this way 
the budget becomes a joint venture.

The grain and livestock that the peasants produce during the agricultural 
year are disposed of in three different ways: re-investment, consumption and 
marketing. A t harvest, the male household head will first of all select the seed 
he needs for the next season from the harvest of the best plots. Normally 
10-15% of the best crops will be retained as seeds and stored separately in the 
house. Between 60 and 70 per cent of the remainder are then set aside for home 
consumption. The amount taken to the market varies between 15 and 30 per 
cent of the total. The variations are very much due to sudden and unexpected 
needs for cash.

During ordinary working days the women only prepare something light for 
breakfast and cook what they consider a proper meal for lunch and dinner. 
M ost meals resemble each other and consist of the staple food, injera , together 
with a well-cooked stew of peas or lentils with a variety of spices. W ater, 
home-brewed beer or coffee is served with the food. Teff\ finger millet and 
barley are all used for making injera, although te ff  is strongly preferred. When 
people have te ff  they usually choose to eat it themselves although it would fetch 
a higher price in the market than does the barley or millet they sell9. Finger 
millet and barley can also be used for making beer.

M eat is seldom served, apart from times of celebration. A t the eight big 
religious holidays a hen, sheep or ox will be slaughtered according to the 
household’s resources. This makes a welcome change in the diet, particularly 
when it comes at the end of a long fasting period.

9 This preference for teff continues, to the despair of many development workers who would 
prefer the peasants to cultivate and eat a crop that gives a higher yield per hectare. In a wider 
perspective, however, the behaviour is consistent with the observation made by Shanin 
(1973:70), W harton (1971:153), Galeski (1972:10-12) and others that the consumption 
needs of the peasant family or the use value of a product often take precedence over the 
exchange value.



The rainy season is hard to endure if it is not carefully anticipated by wife 
and husband. Often the grain of the previous harvest is finished and the new 
has still to grow. M ost households will set aside some of their land and plant it 
with vegetables like potatoes, cabbage or maize which will be ready during this 
season to provide a substitute for the ordinary crops. During the later part of 
the rainy season when the cows may be in milk this is enjoyed either fresh with 
spices or as yoghurt.

Due to the altitude and the quality of the soil most households in Ashena are 
unable to produce the spices and leguminous plants that they like to use 
everyday. Instead these items must be bought from the weekly market in 
D angla. Spices are bought in large quantities once a year and prepared at 
home, while peas and lentils will be bought three to four times a year. Other 
food items and consumption goods like salt, coffee, kerosene or clothes are 
bought as the need arises.

Thus, the third way in which crops and livestock products are disposed of is 
in the market. The produce is not taken to the market all at once. The Ashena 
people hardly ever hold cash at home but keep their savings in the form of crops 
or stock. It is only when they want to buy or pay for something that grain, 
livestock or livestock products are sold and then only in an amount 
corresponding to the need.

Both men and women take products to the D angla market which is at a 
distance of one to two hours’ walk. W omen attend the market about once a 
week. Their marketing characteristically involves small quantities of grain, 
small animals and small amounts of money. When they go to the market, they 
usually carry with them ten to twenty kilos of grain in a sack on their back. 
They will only take one type of crop at a time, weighing the needs at home 
against the market price to decide which crop is preferable. They also sell hens, 
eggs and butter. W hat they take from home and sell in the market is related as 
closely as possible in value to what they need to buy for the home or the cash 
required for medicines or a visit to the health station.

Men attend the market once a week like their wives but will usually confine 
their selling and buying to once a month. They sell larger quantities of grain 
than the women, usually some 50 to 100 kg and sometimes more. Men 
transport their grain on a donkey or mule and those without such beasts borrow 
one for the occasion. W hen it is necessary to buy or sell big livestock, this is 
also a task performed by the men. M en sell their goods when it is time to buy 
fertilizer, or to pay taxes or other dues like membership fees to the Peasant 
Association or to the literacy campaign. Another market duty performed by



men is to supply the members of the household with new clothes. Traditionally 
everyone should receive a new outfit once a year. This is no longer possible 
since prices have gone up. The children will instead be supplied in turn. The 
wife and daughters often need only warp and raw cotton since they spin the 
thread for their dresses themselves.

A peasant household which is lucky enough to have some grain left over 
after an industrious season prefers to invest the profit in cattle or in quickly 
reproducing sheep or goats. Although animals always constitute a risk because 
they die easily, they continue to represent the best capital investment for the 
peasants as their value grows with any increase in size or number. Crops do not 
have these qualities. They cannot be stored for long and may even decrease in 
quantity with storage.

-  A  S am p le  B u d get

In order to illustrate what has been said above an actual budget for a family 
composed of the husband, Yenealem, the wife, Betenesh, and their four 
children, all below the age of ten, is presented below.10

10 Some of the figures presented under the Expenditure part of the budget are estimates made 
by the wife, husband and myself together. It proved impossible to make a complete budget. My 
intention at the beginning was to collect several budgets and compare them. Thus in my survey 
of all the households in the PA the respondents were asked to state their yields for the two 
previous years. The figures given, however, neither corresponded with the acreage cultivated 
nor with other information obtained and had to be disregarded. All personal economic 
questions proved in general to be very sensitive and it was difficult to make anybody assist me 
in my budgetary endeavours. The budget presented here is an exception. It was possible to 
follow this family at close range for almost the whole research period. This allowed a certain 
trust to develop in which informal questions of an economic kind were also permitted.

It should be noticed that although the budget presented only contains information from one 
household, other observations as well as discussions with employees of MoA and Ashena 
peasants indicate that it is a plausible economic representation of the economy in a household 
which has access to two oxen. My hope is that the presentation of a sample budget for an 
Ethiopian peasant household will facilitate further work in this direction so that the quality and 
representativity of these budgets will be improved. Much of what has been done up to now, like 
MoA 1984, is based on too many approximations. A better knowledge of the economic 
conditions under which the peasants live should facilitate more realistic planning.



SAM PLE B U D G ET FO R  AN A SH EN A  H O U SEH O LD  IN 1981

Incom e from Crops

Crop AMC
Price/Quint

Harvested 
in Quint

Area in 
Kada

Value of  
Prod

Teff 40:- 12.0 6.0 480:-
Finger millet 21:- 2.8 0.5 58:80
Barley 25:-(priv) 1.5 0.5 37:50
Maize 21:- 3.5 0.5 73:50
Potatoes 24:-(priv) 2.0 0.5 48:-

Total 21.8 8.0 697:80

Expenditure o f  Crops

Crop Seeds Consumption Home Consump
in quint by Household tion Value

in quint

Teff 1.50 7.00 280:-
Finger millet 0.35 2.45 51:45
Barley 0.20 0.50 17:45
Maize 0.50 2.00 42:-
Potatoes 0.30 0.70 16:80

Total 2.80 12:65 406:75



Incom e from D om estic  A nim als

Income Home Consumption

Cow 1 Price 160:-
Gives birth 1 per 3 years 36:65 -
Butter once in 3 years 1 /3 kg/week

for 16 weeks at 6:50/kg 11:44 3:25
Poultry, 6 Price 1:50 each
Yearly increase 12 hens 18:- 9:-
+ 9 eggs/week for 6 months at

1 В irr /12 eggs 18:- 15:-

Total 84:09 27:25

Total income from crops and animals: 781:89 Birr

Crops 697:80 or 89.2% 
Domestic Animals 84:09 or 10.8%

Total 781:89 Birr



SAMPLE BUDGET FOR AN ASHEN A HOUSEHOLD IN 1981 
(Monetary values in Birr)

Expenditure

A. Home Consum ption (Own production) 
Crops 406:75

434:-

Livestock 27:25

B. Hom e Consum ption (Purchased Goods) 
Food 175

275:-

Spices 20 -

Peas etc 48 -

Onions 3 -

Salt 2 -

Coffee 40 -

Oil 6 -

Meat 20 -

Millgrinding 36 -
Other 100 -

Kerosene 7 -
Soap 3 -
Medicare 15 -
Clothes 75 -

C. Expenses for Reproduction of Farm
Seeds 90

290:-

Depreciation of oxen 100 -
Fertilizer 85 -
Tools, salt for animals 15 -

D . D irect Taxation 
Land tax 10

67:-

Production tax 10 -
Ox tax 1 -
Church tax 6 -
Development money 6 -
Literacy Camp. 26 -
ΑΕΡΑ 5 -

REWA 3 -

Total expenditure 1066:-

Grand Total: Income 781:89 Bin-

Grand Total: Expenditure 1066:- Birr

Source: Author’s fieldwork



In the Income table the production figures for the five different crops must be 
taken as the result of several interacting factors like crop variety, area planted, 
oxen and fertilizer (mainly added to the te ff  with a little for the finger millet and 
some cow dung applied to the maize soil). W ithout fertilizer and/or with only 
borrowed oxen instead of the two strong ones that Yenealem and Betenesh 
owned, the te ff harvest would have been halved. They would not even have 
planted maize without cow dung. In this case Yenealem and Betenesh owned 
only one cow apart from the two oxen but their children were handy in 
collecting cow dung and thus, although young, added to the available labour 
power. As the production figures now stand, they are somewhat below what 
appeared to be socially expected11 according to a number of interviews, a fact 
that might be due to the steadily diminishing soil fertility.

The table also depicts the variation in productivity and prices between the 
crops. In 1980, when the study was started, private merchants were already 
forbidden to trade in the most common crops in Gojjam. For most crops 
(except those categorized as "private” ) prices were set by the government, and 
its agency, the Agricultural Marketing Corporation, made the purchases. 
Peasants complained about the prices, saying that their buying power had been 
impaired both in relation to textiles and other products produced in towns.

From the figures on livestock production it is obvious that productivity is 
very low. The cows only calve every third year instead of annually. According 
to various veterinarian and other sources within the MoA as well the peasants 
themselves, this is due to the poor fodder situation, particularly caused by 
diminishing grazing possibilities.

The Expenditure  pattern depicted in the budget gives a daily consumption 
for Yenealem, Betenesh and their four children of approximately four kg of 
grain, pulses and vegetables or 0.67 kg per person per day. These figures are 
comparable to those given by Gryseels and Goe (1984) who present an 
approximate budget for an Amhara family of five on 2.5 ha of land. Their 
figures for the total production are 18.3 quintals, of which 12.5 quintals are 
consumed by the household or 0.57 kg per person per day.

The te ff  Yenealem and Betenesh grew would have given them much needed 
cash if it had been sold. Yet they preferred to eat it, rather than to eat some of

11 See Gudeman 1978, who compared socially expected incomes (i.e. figures which people in 
the society appreciated as correct) with actual ones in Panama and found the actual ones to be 
at the bottom range of the socially expected, a fact that he partly attributes to a growing 
infertility of the soil.



the barley, which was marketed instead. The choice to keep the te ff  was in this 
case also influenced by the fact that a daughter was born and christened during 
the year. Although the peasants nowadays pay a regular church tax they feel 
that they still have to show proper appreciation by giving food and drink to the 
priests in order to get the religious ceremonies of birth and death properly 
performed. If not, their children might not be blessed in life or their dead 
relatives obtain the wished-for peaceful post-mortem existence. For the 
baptism Betenesh supplied 20 injeras, a big pan full of pea stew and some 40 
litres of beer for the priests.

The expenditure figures show that very little animal products were 
consumed by the household. Betenesh used little butter herself and did not 
even buy oil except occasionally. She only prepared the traditional spicy stew 
of chicken with eggs for big celebrations and never for ordinary meals. 
Yenealem bought a cow with his brothers and cousins once a year. They then 
divided it into pieces worth 10 Birr and each took multiples of this unit 
according to the amount he could afford.

Once a month Betenesh took some 85 kg of grain to the mill to be ground. 
For this she paid the miller 3 Birr. Another cost to be covered was that of 
medical treatment. M ost of the medical expenses were for the children’s eye 
infections which recurred at regular intervals.

The main items under the expenses covering farm reproduction were for 
fertilizer, seeds and depreciation of oxen, each item having about the same 
value. The amount paid for tools was almost negligible.

Approximately 6% of the total expenditure, or 9%  after deduction for farm 
inputs, is made up of various direct taxes which the peasants are obliged to pay. 
The ox tax lasted for a year and was then abolished. "Development money” , 
on the other hand, is a continuous, unpredictable expense which means that on 
various occasions all the members of the Peasant Association are asked to 
contribute a certain sum for a specific purpose. Yenealem thus had to pay for 
an auditorium in D angl a town and a road in another woreda, apart from some 
other minor sums to the Peasant Association. Neither he nor anyone else could 
refuse these requests. He also had to pay his PA membership fee. Betenesh on 
her side paid the obligatory membership fee to the women’s association. The 
high fee to the literacy campaign was due to the fact that the PA had to support 
the 12th grade students who had been recruited to teach them to read and 
write.

An impossible situation is presented in the sample budget since the expenses 
shown are higher than the income. Economic deficits are common in many



industrialized countries which nevertheless continue to flourish. For a peasant 
household a deficit during one year may also be manageable. If a single 
incident turns into a chronic state it demonstrates, however, that something is 
so wrong with the whole system that it may collapse. As indicated in the budget 
many of the expenses are approximations. In particular the figures for income 
from grain are very rough estimates, since they represent what is officially paid 
by the quintal and not what Betenesh and Yenealem actually got in their hands 
when they sold their goods. The difference in the sums might therefore in part 
be explained by a certain degree of underestimation of income. It is probable 
that Betenesh earns more by selling small quantities of grain, maize and 
potatoes than she would if they were sold officially by the quintal. A 
calculation based on official figures may therefore misrepresent the actual 
situation. Expenditures may also be overestimated. The depreciation of oxen 
is an illustration of this. The peasants themselves do not put money aside each 
year to cover the necessary replacement of oxen. W hen the grain is harvested it 
will usually be consumed at home or sold. If the situation arises that an ox has 
to be bought the peasants will use that year’s harvest for the purchase. If 
necessary, they will starve to replace an ox but they have no habit of saving for 
future purchases other than in small animals. In general, however, the budget 
as a whole is simply an illustration of how the peasants in Ashena, even those 
owning two oxen, live within very small margins with no leftovers that can help 
to improve their living standards.

Main Characteristics o f the Ashena Household Econom y

In the preceding sections it has been shown that the Ashena peasants’ main 
assets are labour, land and oxen. Access to these assets is unequal between 
households, despite the fact that the land reform has had a levelling effect on 
the amount of land held per household. The distribution of oxen as well as of 
high quality land has not been much affected by the revolution. Furthermore, 
labour recruited from within the household group is sometimes available in 
excess and sometimes there is a shortage, depending on the stage in the 
domestic developmental cycle.

M en strive to combine their assets so as to obtain as high and secure yields 
as possible of the crops needed by the household members. Early in life they 
are taught an ideal picture of how to behave. They learn the trademarks of good 
work, a sure judgement and what it is for a man to be known as a dependable



provider. A s heads of households they are expected to show responsibility 
towards their dependants and in this capacity to determine and carry out 
proper farm strategies. This can also be seen as a sign of their freedom, since 
nobody has the right to interfere with whatever they have decided to do.

W omen on their side tread the difficult path of managing their household 
resources so as to satisfy the yearly needs of their dependants. It is a difficult 
task which early in life they are taught is expected of them. While being forced 
to economize in order to make provisions last, by fulfilling the ideal role of the 
good housekeeper, they are also expected to show hospitality to people visiting 
their home, particularly guests invited by the husband. Women seldom ask for 
assistance in their work because this would imply lack of judgment and 
planning on their part. If their children glow with propriety and their home is 
renowned for hospitality, they can expect to be respected because then they 
have come close to the ideal of a good housewife.

In spite of variability in assets between households, the Ashena economy in 
general is, as we have seen, dominated by a production of use values. With 
respect to the way in which people produce these values, they can be 
categorized as peasants (e.g. Shanin 1971, Galeski 1972, Harriss 1982) or as 
subsistence farmers (e.g. W harton 1971, Gudeman 1978). They consume 
most of what they produce, use their own family labour, have a certain control 
over their means of production and operate within a decision making context in 
which they are independent but also carry the responsibility and the risks. 
Daily they confront alternative lines of action and have to make their own 
choices. The choices do not necessarily imply a maximization of economic 
gains, as was exemplified by Yenealem and Betenesh’s choice of eating the 
expensive te ff  instead of the cheap barley. As Cancian (1974:145) argues, 
when questioning the validity of comparing economic and non-economic 
factors, the choices are made rather ”within a cultural framework that is 
logically prior to (people’s) existence as economic men and (where) the 
cultural framework defines the values in terms of which (they) economize” .

The economic framework within which the Ashena peasants interact with 
the state is to a high degree regulated by two different kinds of factors: the 
specific needs of the state and the particularities of the local conditions.

As emphasized in chapter 2, any capital needed by the Ethiopian state 
Treasury has to come from the agricultural sector of the population. Somehow 
or other the needs of the central government have to be adapted to what can be 
extracted from the peasants by either direct or indirect taxation. In Ashena 
there is a direct taxation of the peasants which in the sample budget presented



represents 6% of total household expenditure. A part from the temporarily 
introduced ox tax which was progressive, all other contributions are fixed. The 
direct taxation practised by the government, even if it is low, does hit the 
poorer peasants harder by taking a greater percentage of their income. The 
peasants are, however, also indirectly taxed, since they depend on the market 
and its prices which are regulated by the state. The use of price regulations is a 
well-known means of indirect taxation (see, e.g., Raikės 1982), although its 
advantages, even to the state, have been much debated. Through the price 
regulations practised with regard to Gojjam at the time, the peasants had to sell 
their crops at fixed prices, which were much lower than what peasants in other, 
unregulated, regions could obtain. In this respect the Gojjam peasants were 
therefore more severely taxed than peasants in other parts of the country.

The characteristics of the local pattern of production, which to a large extent 
limit the range of activities and the options of the peasants, are mainly of three 
kinds. There is, first, the low agricultural productivity in Ashena and the lack 
of knowledge among the peasants about how this situation could be changed. 
Secondly, the economic pattern is characterized by a high ratio of use versus 
exchange values. This means that people can plant most of the varieties they 
need and that they are, at least partly, self-sufficient. It also implies, however, 
that they evidently need to consume most of what they produce. This is a 
situation which leaves them with little, if any, surplus that would make 
alternative actions or ventures possible. The third characteristic is the 
dependence on markets which follows both from the ecological impossibility of 
producing all that is required and the exigencies of the state which demands 
cash payments. The market is the place where the economic encounter 
between peasants and state takes place.

All these factors are part of an overall context within which the people in 
Ashena act. Knowledge of the particularities of these local factors, together 
with an awareness of the flexibility and independence that characterize the 
production pattern, are essential for understanding the situation within which 
people in Ashena viewed the option of the Producers Cooperative.



Social Relations Outside the Household

Introduction

Previous chapters have dealt with relations of independence and inter
dependence between individual members within the Ashena households. The 
time has now come to pay attention to the relations that exist between 
individuals belonging to different household units.

Within every society certain tendencies can co-exist, although at first sight 
they may appear to be mutually exclusive. There can for example be both 
tendencies which enhance the bonds that bind people together into a distinct 
group and others which emphasize the autonomy of each individual person and 
household. In a heterogeneous society with differential access to resources, 
individual traits may be strengthened when the society is left to itself. When, 
on the other hand, people in a small community feel themselves threatened by 
an external force they tend to unite to defend their shared interests, and in this 
situation aspects of communality are enhanced. Such tendencies of com- 
munality and individuality can thus be found to prevail within the same 
community, but at different points in time.

Individuality and communality can also be seen as two different principles 
regulating interaction between people. When looked at as principles of 
interaction, individuality and communality can be found to co-exist in the 
same community and at the same time but in different situations or spheres of 
life. These spheres may, as mentioned in chapter 1, be seen as distinct units 
such as the sphere of economic resource control on the one hand and that of 
social affairs on the other. The principles of individuality and communality 
will be discussed here in terms of balanced and generalized reciprocity. 
Balanced reciprocity contains many elements of individuality, while general
ized reciprocity exhibits traits of communality.

W hat people in Ashena share is a common history. They all consider



themselves to be related, although they sometimes no longer remember their 
proper pedigrees. Outside the physical boundaries of the community they 
recognize each other as ”a man from my country” and identify themselves with 
Ashena and the people living there. They express feelings of solidarity and 
group membership, particularly when they are out of the parish. A t home this 
common identity is stressed both by taking shared responsibility for the church 
and by cooperating when specific social activities are to take place. In relation 
to both church and social activities people therefore appear to be a 
homogeneous and cohesive group.

W ithin the spheres of economy and production, however, other principles 
prevail, defining people’s relationships. With regard to work, people have a 
tendency to stress the importance of individually distinctive criteria. They 
underline how essential it is to be self-sufficient and not to depend on anybody 
for "things you should do yourself’. They also extol the work performance of 
individual men and women who have shown themselves to be exceptionally 
capable.

In the present chapter the community will first be set in its historical and 
geographical context. The most significant feature about Ashena is that the 
history and organization of the whole parish is permeated by the Coptic 
religion. The Church is the centre of the parish and we shall look at the secular 
effects that the church and the conglomerate of shared religious practices have 
on the parishioners.

Ashena is not only a geographically delimited area but also a unit at the 
lowest administrative level of government. The various administrative 
positions and the functions they fulfilled before the revolution will therefore be 
outlined to enable us to understand the changes that came with the introduction 
of the Peasant Association.

Within the setting of the parish many different types of daily interaction take 
place between the inhabitants. Individuals from different households meet, do 
things together and relate to each other in a number of situations. The main 
focus of this chapter is on a description and analysis of the quality and quantity 
of these interactions. The purpose is to explain why people prefer to perform 
certain activities on their own and why they cooperate in others.



The Parish as a Secular U nit

The centre of Ashena parish, both in a geographical and a symbolic 
perspective, is the church. It is situated on the highest hill overlooking the 
whole parish. Almost all the households are within a walking distance of not 
more than one hour from the church. Coming down from the church building 
the cemetery first becomes visible. It is then followed by a sloping compound 
which looks like a park. The splendid high trees on this hill give much needed 
shade through their long, green intertwining branches. This is where people 
meet for both religious and secular affairs and it is the heart of Ashena.

In the low-lying areas surrounding the church people live in scattered1 
homesteads mostly made up of only one building, housing both people and 
animals. Few houses are built close together, but clusters of different sizes can 
be seen here and there. They are inhabited by parents and their sons with their 
respective families. The parental house is usually the biggest of them all, but 
this also varies. Sometimes it is the oldest son who has managed to buy 
corrugated iron and build a larger house. A ”modem” house requires a 
separate small building where food can be cooked. This is otherwise normally 
performed on the floor in the centre of the main building. Y ounger brothers who 
have recently moved out of the parental household will be found in the 
surrounding smaller houses.

The parish is geographically divided into seven neighbourhoods (got). Each 
neighbourhood has some functions in common. Within the neighbourhood 
people will take turns in preparing food for important religious celebrations at 
the church. All neighbourhoods but one have their own common where cattle 
graze and where grass for roof thatching is found. Households lacking a 
common are given access to grass in the other neighbourhoods.

All the individuals in Ashena consider themselves descendants of Turai’s 
youngest son, Wodadje (see chapter 2) and through him they are all related. 
They make up a cognatic descent group tracing descent on both the maternal 
and the paternal side. This is the group which originally controlled land-use

1 In 1980 when I started fieldwork no villagization had taken place in Ashena. In the spring of 
1981 the members of the Producers Cooperative were told to rebuild their houses in a village 
for the forthcoming visit of Ethiopia's leader. In April 1986, when I passed by on a short visit, 
the individual Ashena peasants had been told to choose a village site and prepare themselves 
to move. By now the people should therefore have been villagized in accordance with the 
government’s villagization programme of October 1985.



rights, the so-called rist. The parish was thus co-terminous with the 
landholding group descending from Wodadje. Now old people estimate that 
approximately nine to ten generations have been bom since the time of Turai. 
This is considered too long a time for counting kinship. As earlier pointed out, 
a relevant kinship category in Ashena is therefore the exogamous unit, with a 
depth limit of seven generations. Beyond this genealogical distance people can 
marry each other, although in discussions with outsiders they will still refer to 
each other as kin.

The fact that all the landholding peasants in Ashena are related through 
W odadje, whose father Turai built the church, also defines them as Coptic 
Christians. All who had rights in land were thus of necessity Christians and 
they all subsisted from land cultivation. The two criteria, being a Christian and 
a farmer, went together since all farmers in Ashena had to be Christians. All 
Christians were, however, not farmers. The exceptions were, for example, 
weavers, who had no land rights and who were not related to the others. 
W eavers, smiths and other people working as artisans constituted an 
endogamous group that had never had rights to land according to the rist 
system. With the revolution and the implementation of the land reform they 
were, however, also given a share in the land.

The church building is a material symbol on which the feeling of 
communality in Ashena is focused. Every church houses a copy of the Holy 
Ark. The Ark belongs to the whole community and it is everybody’s 
responsibility to safeguard it. During the time of the war with Italy the people 
in Ashena took their Ark out of the church and hid it in a cave. They revered the 
Ark in the cave until the country was liberated and it was ceremoniously 
brought back to the church. All people living in the parish are responsible for 
the upkeep of the church. They contribute both money and labour when repairs 
are needed.

The Coptic Church has its own religious calendar which everybody must 
follow. This calendar allows for certain local adaptations and as such gives the 
inhabitants in Ashena some exclusive holidays which they do not share even 
with the neighbouring parishes.

A central function of the church is to serve as the meeting place for the 
inhabitants of Ashena. The whole congregation gathers in the yard around the 
church for many different purposes. Important religious holidays are, for 
example, commemorated in the compound by all inhabitants who are able to 
leave their homes. For matters of social and political importance such as 
meetings called by government representatives, the meeting place is similarly



the church compound.
The members of the religious organization called the Senbete2 also meet in 

the yard outside the church. Officially the Senbete is made up of all those in the 
parish who are willing to be members, which is a majority of households. 
Membership is not only a question of will, however, but also of means. The 
members have to provide food and drink for their neighbourhood group at least 
once a year. If they are not able to do so they must refrain from membership. 
People too poor to join will be specially invited when close relatives or friends 
are responsible for the food, and are in this way included in the social activities. 
The Senbete members meet at the church after the service on most Sundays 
during the year. They eat, drink and discuss affairs connected with the church 
and the parish as a whole. The general spirit of the Senbete is to strengthen the 
community and the concerns that people have in common, particularly church 
matters. Anything disruptive is tuned down at the meetings in order to facilitate 
consensus.

In this way the parish represents both the religious entity and the 
geographical area encompassing the cognatic descent group’s land use rights. 
The parish is the basis upon which the Peasant Association was established 
and therefore continues to be the lowest administrative unit of the government. 
The main functions of the local office-holders used to be to collect taxes for the 
government and tribute for the feudal lord and to see to it that peace reigned in 
the neighbourhood. All over Ethiopia the tasks were similar. These tasks, 
except for collecting tribute for the lord, continue to be the duties of the PA 
executive committee.

Before the revolution the main administrative positions in Ashena were 
those of the collector of taxes (ye gibir teteri), the judge (atbiya danja) and the 
assistant to them both, the so-called chicka shum ? The tax collector was 
appointed by the subdistrict governor for a two-year term. He collected both 
the taxes and the tribute that people had to pay to the ” feudal” lord (gultenja ). 
The tribute consisted inter alia of honey, butter, a goat and one M aria Theresa 
Thaler. All this was exacted from each household and handed over to the 
administrator of the domain (gultgezi). The administrator, who was appointed 
by the ” feudal” lord, gave the latter his tribute and forwarded the taxes to the

2 A n interesting description of a Senbete (in the article spelled Sembete) and how it took over 
much of the legal activities in Gimbi is by David Sperry (1975).
3 See also chapter 2, Markakis 1974:312-316 and Cohen and Koehn 1980 for a description of 
these positions.



subdistrict governor. The administrator of the domain also appointed the judge 
(atbiya danja) whom he in many respects controlled. As judge, the atbiya 
danja had the power to imprison and punish people in the parish for those 
offences of which he found them guilty.

The chicka shum  was appointed for two years by the subdistrict governor 
upon his own request and declared willingness to take up the position. He 
could be reconfirmed in his appointment for a further two years. It was the duty 
of the chicka shum  to gather the peasants together for general meetings if an ox 
had been stolen or a house burnt down and to make the assembled men 
responsible for finding the culprits. He also helped in tax collection and in 
safeguarding the peace of the area. The chicka shum  acted on the orders of 
both the awraja and woreda administrators. Thus, the main functions of the 
incumbents of the local official administrative positions were to further orders 
coming from people higher up in the hierarchy, to maintain peace in the area, 
and to pass on different types of tribute from below. The material benefits that 
might accrue to the people engaged in these jobs could be quite substantial, not 
least since they were known to take bribes. They were also in a better position 
than the ordinary peasant to cultivate good contacts with influential people. In 
this respect they could be powerful allies for individual peasants in the 
parish.

Almost all those who sought and were appointed to official positions came 
from the parish elders, shimageles. These used to be, and still are, a category of 
people holding an intermediate position in the parish. They are not formally 
elected by the parishioners but are appealed to by them, and they are not 
appointed through the government hierarchy but are shown respect by 
government employees. They are individuals to whom people turn because 
they respect them. The reason why they have gained the position of elder is, 
among other things, that they are considered honest, knowledgeable about 
important traditions and good at making peace between people. They are also 
often people of authority who are able to influence higher officials on behalf of 
parishioners. In this crucial intermediate position shimageles have been able 
to act as patrons to people in the parish, an opportunity from which some of 
them, particularly in the past, could greatly profit.

Shimageles need not be old, but they often are. Women may act as 
shimageles, but it is usually men who are asked to officiate as such. A single 
shimagele may be asked for advice by a husband and wife on matters 
concerning the marriage of their children, but shimageles can also act 
collectively when asked for counsel in village affairs. There is usually not a



complete consensus amongst the parishioners about who the shimageles are. 
Those who are found good and authoritative by some might not be considered 
shimageles by others. Mostly, however, there is agreement about a small 
group who are respected by most people in the society as ” real” shimageles. 
An important characteristic of the shimageles is that they are not a distinct 
group of people who initiate action or take measures in concert. Mostly they 
only meet when called upon.

In general, one can say that people in Ashena have a ground for common 
identification from having grown up in the same community and from sharing 
the same history and cultural idiom. They are also strongly united through 
their common adherence to the Coptic Church. But there are also dimensions 
of belonging that are filled with more ambivalence, for example the collective 
responsibility people in Ashena used to have for paying taxes and still have for 
paying certain other dues, and the fact that they are members of the same 
cognatic descent group. Sharing personal relationships and being subject to the 
same impositions make people identify with each other and experience a sense 
of communality, particularly when outsiders are involved. The same 
institutions which, in this way, draw people together do, however, also contain 
dimensions of individuality and discord.

Before the revolution the tax system was open to various types of influence. 
Tax assessors could be bribed. Those who held local administrative posts 
could manipulate both taxes and land rights. People held in disfavour could be 
required to pay higher taxes than others and might lose vital support in a land 
dispute if they did not adjust their behaviour properly.

The kinship group itself was not a basis for solidary action. The Ashena 
inhabitants made up a cognatic descent group but although Keesing 
(1981:240) says that such groups ”can produce corporations similar to those 
based on unilineal descent, and just as efficient organizationally” , this had not 
happened in Ashena. Rather than mutual solidarity, a somewhat antagonistic 
feeling prevailed among members of the descent group since each household 
had to compete with every other for rights in the land that the group controlled. 
Hoben (1973:16-17) describes it in the following way

.. membership in Amhara descent groups is not mutually exclusive, but 
overlapping. M ost men are members of several descent groups. This 
pattern of overlapping membership is closely related to the weak 
sentiments of attachment people feel towards the descent group and 
towards their fellow members, for people who are united by their interest 
in one descent group’s land may be divided from one another by their



Thus instead of a descent system enhancing cooperation and mutual 
dependence, the Amhara rist system encourages individualism, self-suffi
ciency and independence. The affinal bond is also weak and divorce is easy. 
Although the kinship system does ascribe roles and statuses to people, they 
remain mostly latent and do not have to be acted upon unless they are found to 
be important from the individual’s point of view. Instead the content of the 
different relationships is defined by the persons involved.

The strength of local bonds is epitomized by the responsibility for the 
church. The activities which take place within the church compound or which 
are performed as part of religious observance are, however, of a social 
character and do not comprise many economic aspects.

K in, Friends, Patrons and Clients

-  K in

Viewing the interactions in the parish from the perspective of an individual 
household it is obvious that the pattern of patri-viri-local residence has a great 
impact on social life. The people that a couple meet most frequently are the 
families of the man’s brothers and his parents. Only in the rare instances when 
the couple have settled patri-uxori-locally will the wife’s parents, her brothers 
and their families be the closest group.

The fact that close relatives live in clusters of houses built at a distance of 
some 20 - 100 meters from each other makes daily contact almost 
unavoidable. Women going to the river for water or looking for fuelwood and 
men on the way to one of their strips of land will meet on the various paths and 
exchange greetings, information and news. Women take turns in inviting each 
other for coffee when feeling that they need a break from their work. 
Sometimes this is done on a regular basis and their husbands join them when 
they are working nearby. Women drop in on each other to borrow small items 
of food or a tool, the borrowing often being an excuse for a chat. Since most 
women have children of varying ages, they rotate the supervision of them to 
allow some to go to the market or mill while the others continue their work at 
home.



The quality of the relationship within such a small group of closely related 
households and the frequency with which they meet very much depend on the 
attitude of the parents of the siblings, while the parents are still alive. First of all 
the relationship between a father and his sons will be influenced by the degree 
to which the father turns over available means of production like land to his 
sons (see chapter 4). The mother of a group of brothers is considered especially 
instrumental in cementing solidarity between the households. If she accepts 
and even likes her daughters-in-law, she will support and encourage them. She 
may help them when it is time to deliver their babies, assist them with menial 
tasks if they are busy, correct her sons when they misbehave and also show 
outsiders that she supports them. This facilitates social exchange and 
cooperation between the members of the different households. A well-knit 
group of closely related households will celebrate the big religious holidays of 
Easter, Christmas, New Year, Epiphany (T im kit) andM eskel (”the finding of 
the true cross” ) together. They each slaughter a sheep and eat and drink by 
turn in each other’s houses.

If the mother-in-law is critical not only of the wives, but also of their 
husbands, which is common if they are her stepsons, relations will not be 
smooth. The households will then have very little interconnection except for 
what derives from their being neighbours. It is of course not only the behaviour 
of the mother that determines the quality of the relations between the 
households, but also the characters of the respective wives. W hen somebody 
lauded the practice close relatives have of walking together in a group to 
funerals, saying that it was good when people did things together, one man 
said:

I think it is a very good habit too. But when wives come from different 
areas they have different behaviour. There is, for example, nobody I like 
so much of all my brothers’ wives as Mulunesh. W hen I am hungry I go 
to her house and eat and come out satisfied. W ondu’s wife is also good. 
But if my brothers come to mine or my nephew’s house and say that they 
are hungry, our wives will answer that there is nothing to eat and they 
will not offer them anything.

On another occasion this man’s mother and a nephew commented upon the 
same wives, saying that they were very inhospitable and unfriendly. The 
mother had tried to make her son divorce his wife because of her disagreeable 
personality but had not as yet succeeded. In this way, the character of the wife, 
and in particular her hospitality or lack of it, often defines the quality of the



relationship between brothers and their households.
Although a man’s uncles and male cousins often live in his immediate 

neighbourhood (got) as a consequence of the preference for patri-viri-local 
settlement, this is not a rule without exception. Some men move out, to their 
wives, to relatives or even to town. Others similarly move in to Ashena, so that 
after a generation or two people who do not count themselves as close relatives 
may be living in the same neighbourhood.

The group of people who are both closely related kinsmen and neighbours 
try, when possible, to celebrate the main holidays of the year together. The 
same group of people also come together for the baptism of a child or the 
funeral of a youngster or adult. The younger the person who dies, the fewer the 
people who attend the funeral. A small child is only mourned by his immediate 
family.

For various reasons most cross-country visiting is done on foot in Ashena. 
Horses cannot live in the parish because of disease, few people have mules and 
they do not ride donkeys. The fact that walking is very time-consuming thus 
makes it a natural barrier to all meetings. Young married daughters are not 
only restricted by geographical distance but also by the fact that they usually 
have children to care for. The latter will make it even more difficult for them to 
absent themselves for long. In spite of these obstacles, they try to make a point 
of seeing their parents at home, on at least a few occasions each year.

A  mother whose children are already married has, on the other hand, great 
freedom of movement. She can walk the countryside and visit her children at 
will, so long as this does not interfere with her work at home. Whenever a 
daughter has something to celebrate and invites guests in for food and drink, 
her mother tries to come, often several days in advance, to help with the 
preparations. A mother may also come without explicit reason, simply to visit. 
When daughter and mother visit each other they try to bring a gift of food, 
preferably something which is not grown in the other’s area and which 
therefore will be the more appreciated.

The fact that young women in general do less visiting than men means that 
they meet their brothers more often than their sisters unless the latter happen to 
live close by. Apart from baptisms, funerals and weddings, the main visiting 
occasions are the big religious holidays when plenty of food will be 
available.

Although there are normatively prescribed ways of behaving in all kinship 
relations, it is still possible for each individual to fulfil his numerous kinship 
obligations and expectations in the way he or she considers best from a



personal point of view. There are many ways in which a man or woman can 
show dislike of or disagreement with a relative and make relations peter out 
without having to cause a sudden disruption. On the other hand, contacts with 
relatives with whom an individual finds him- or herself in agreement can be 
given a content and strength which extend far above the particular role 
expectation. In this sense one can talk about kin being transformed into 
”friends” .

-  F rien d s

The traditional inheritance system made kin contend for cultivation rights to 
the same pieces of land, thereby reducing their opportunities of becoming close 
to each other. This may have contributed to the fact that even close relatives 
never had very intimate relations and that friendship is so important in the 
community, particularly between men. Men develop their personal friendships 
already as children. The bonds they establish can easily be maintained later on 
since they continue living in the same community. The friendship develops 
through childhood play and grows stronger in accordance with the needs and 
sympathies of the adult. It is a two-way relationship which derives its strength 
from mutual feelings of respect and trust. Although friends can be related, 
kinship is not what counts. Instead it is the quality of the bond that makes 
people into friends. Best friends take part in all the household’s celebrations, 
even the smallest and most intimate. Although people do not meet their best 
friends every day, they still contrive to do so quite often.

Among women friendship early in life is not as common as among men. 
Settling patri-viri-locally at marriage, they usually do not know anybody in the 
area into which they marry, the wedding itself implying a break with their 
familiar neighbourhood. Furthermore, they are often young, insecure and shy 
when they come to their husband’s home and do not dare initiate new 
friendships except with the wives of their brothers-in-law. The latter will, if 
themselves recently married, be in a similar position and can facilitate the 
newcomer’s adaptation to the area. As women grow older and acquire more 
self-confidence and as their children no longer depend totally upon their 
presence, it becomes easier for them to visit and develop friendships with other 
women.

The importance of friends in Ashena and the principles by which they are 
selected are illustrated in the establishment of both the religious association



called M ahaber and the less frequent work group, Wubera. M ost men and 
older women have their own religious mutual aid groups {Mahaber). The 
purpose of such associations is both to sustain good contacts between friends 
and to help each other out during times of sickness and death. The members 
meet once a month on a saint’s day and eat and drink in each others’ houses in 
turn. A M ahaber  is made up of some 10-20 friends and selected relatives of the 
same sex. Their intimacy is based on mutual affection and trust. W hen a 
member or somebody from his or her household falls sick the others will visit 
the suffering person and if necessary assist in the daily chores. W hen someone 
dies they help each other with all the practical arrangements in connection with 
the funeral and also share the costs.

The M ahaber  is in essence a religious organization. The members meet to 
celebrate the particular saint that they have together chosen as their guardian, 
and the food and drink is blessed by an invited priest in the name of the saint. 
No dispute or enmity is supposed to exist between the members. For baptism 
M ahaber members and close friends are invited. M ost invitations and acts of 
assistance whether religious or secular between members of a M ahaber 
indicate that total reciprocity is expected. W hatever is done or given should be 
returned if and when a similar situation arises. The importance of reciprocity 
becomes even more explicit in activities defined as work.

W ork is taken very seriously in Ashena. Proficiency and ingenuity in 
relation to work are some of the most highly appreciated qualities in a person. 
The pride and integrity of an individual are closely connected with whether she 
or he is able to accomplish the work undertaken in a successful manner, that is 
without any outside help. There is a traditional institution for organizing 
collective work called the Wubera. During the era just before the revolution 
and throughout the time of my fieldwork, such undertakings were very rare 
events in Ashena. They did occur sporadically but their main significance was 
as lively pictures in people’s minds. The principles, rules and regulations that 
should be adhered to in collective undertakings were very precise and seemed 
to be common knowledge. This consensus about the appropriate content and 
organization of collective work efforts might imply that such undertakings 
were more frequent in the distant past (it was not possible for me to confirm 
this,, however). The fact that there was a general, shared idea of collective 
work, which later proved to be at odds with the PC as it was introduced, 
necessitates a short presentation of the principles of the W ubera. In the words 
of one shimagele:



Before entering into a collective undertaking the matter must be 
carefully considered. To work with someone means that you must do 
your utmost and so will the person or persons with whom you join. When 
men come together to form a work group for some of the farm activities 
they therefore select each other with extreme care. Kinship has nothing 
to do with the selection. Instead, the main criteria used are proficiency in 
work and trustworthiness.

W hen a work group or Wubera is formed, the members meet and 
discuss the rules upon which the cooperation shall be based. They find it 
important that the rules are clear and that everybody is completely 
aware of them because then reciprocity will be easy to accomplish and 
misunderstandings will be avoided. One of the first principles discussed 
concerns what type of food shall be served in the members’ houses 
during the day of work. The condition of each has to be considered since 
the same type has to be served everywhere. W hen the members look out 
on an abundant crop they usually agree to serve injera and some kind of 
stew with it. When, on the other hand, a misfortune has occurred and 
people are unsure whether they will get enough to carry their families 
through the whole year, they will be satisfied with boiled vegetables 
(nefro). Home brewed beer {telia) is never absent since the days are hot 
and the hard-working men get very thirsty.

The most common task for which a work group gathers is harvesting. 
People may also meet to plough and to thresh. The time that a person 
spends working in another man's field must be properly reciprocated. 
Similarly, if a man brings his wife on a Wubera day the others will have 
to do the same. If one member’s wife is sick, he will have to find a female 
replacement in order to fulfill his duties. Everybody will carefully 
supervise the contributions of the others so that there is no default.

Women sometimes gather together in their own work groups. They choose 
each other by the same criteria as the men use. Only those who are reputed for 
hard work and trustworthiness are selected. The purpose of the women's 
groups is usually to help each other to spin wool for a dress or shawl. The 
members meet in each other’s houses where they spin, talk and eat together. 
Sometimes they will also do the spinning in their own homes and meet on an 
appointed day in the hostess’s house. She has supplied the cotton and will offer 
her friends something to eat and drink when they return with the thread. Next 
time, the spinning and gathering will take place in another member’s house,



until each has had her turn.
The most outstanding feature of the different kinds of Wubera can therefore 

be said to be reciprocity. Balanced reciprocity in all aspects must prevail. N ot 
only must people work for the same number of hours for each other, they must 
also perform the same task and work as hard in a friend’s field as in their own. 
Between structural equals there is no traditional standard that can be used for 
converting one type of reciprocity claim into claims or offers of other goods or 
services. Also the rewards in the form of food and drink have to be equally 
reciprocated. For this reason the selection of members for a Wubera is not left 
to chance or based on kinship. Instead, friendship is the main criterion. A 
friend is a voluntary choice of the individual and a friend can be trusted to fulfil 
his or her commitments.

The ordinary group that is established when a person needs to build a house 
consists of almost the same members as a W ubera . A person’s friends will join, 
but also his brothers, parents and god-parents. The latter might even supply 
him with the main pole for the house. For a housebuilding group, as for the 
M ahaber, the reciprocal work is, however, delayed until the need for it 
arises.

A completely different situation could arise in the past when somebody who 
had plenty of land and oxen needed extra hands to work for him. Such a person 
usually had to pay some peasants to perform the work needed. The 
relationship between a big landowner and the peasants he hired was 
hierarchical and therefore different from the equal bond with balanced 
reciprocity which defines the situation in the Wubera.

It is curious that there has been very little discussion of the bonds prevailing 
between individuals in organizations for both religious and work purposes 
among Amharas. N or have the bonds found between friends been analyzed. In 
spite of his in-depth description of the Amhara peasants’ individual life-cycle, 
Reminick (1973) does not mention this bond. Levine (1965:247) notes that 
there are certain cooperative work forms but sees them only as a ”peripheral 
feature” of an altogether hierarchical society. Hoben (1973:79-80) mentions 
that there are ties between household heads which are "characteristically 
...voluntarily entered into or activated and are maintained only so long as all 
parties concerned deem them advantageous” , but he does not discuss the 
matter further. Someone who has been a little more explicit on this subject is 
Messing (1957:397), who discusses the M ahaber as ” the rare opportunity to 
express individual preference (my italics) in a formal ’we group' ” . A possible 
explanation of the fact that balanced reciprocal relations among the Amharas



have not been discussed in the literature may be that hierarchical relations 
were more frequent and conspicuous in the Amhara communities before the 
land reform, a situation that might have changed by the time I did my 
fieldwork.

-  Patrons and Clients

Patron-client relations, which have been the focus of much of the ethnographic 
description of the Amhara community (see chapter 1), were also found in 
Ashena. Patron-client relations are similar to balanced reciprocal relations in 
the sense that they are relationships established between two persons. W hat 
unites these two individuals is that each has something to offer the other. The 
relationship usually lasts over a long period or, as expressed by Gellner 
(1977:4), is ”at least not restricted to a single isolated transaction” . If either 
party does not fulfil what is expected of him or her the ties between them can be 
severed by the other party. Nevertheless, there is a very important difference 
between patron-client relations and those existing between people maintaining 
balanced reciprocity, and that is the hierarchical nature of the bond between 
the patron and the client.

Their unequal status is illustrated by the goods and/or services which are 
exchanged and which normally are not of the same kind. Similarly to what has 
been described for Mediterranean and other cultures with patron-client 
relations (see e.g. Silverman 1977 and Scott 1976 and 1977), an Amhara 
patron could, for example, give a dependant land to cultivate or animals with 
which he could initiate marriage negotiations, while the client would respond 
by working the patron’s land and performing whatever tasks the patron asked 
of him. Each party then supplied some goods or services which the other was in 
need of but could not himself obtain, at least not as easily as he could with the 
assistance of the other person. In this way each party fulfilled a particular need 
experienced by the other, but what was supplied by the patron usually was 
considered to have greater value than the contribution given by the client.

The hierarchical bond between patron and client, which is manifest in the 
inequality of the values each contributes to their relationship, is also expressed 
in the individual’s body language and words of address. Thus while an Amhara 
patron addresses his client as ”you” , ante (corresponding to the French tu) 
and the name of the client, the latter addresses the patron as ”my lord",getaye, 
and the ” respectful you” , irswo (French vous), without mentioning his name.



Today ”my lord" has been exchanged for the title "com rade” ,gwad, which is 
used as an address of respect. Even the word for a gift from a patron to a client 
differs from that of a gift from a client to a patron. The patron’s gift, dergo or 
shilemat, indicates that it is a present or price conferred on the client by a 
benefactor, while the client’s gift, mettaya, reveals that it is something given to 
placate the recipient. M eat is one such gift that could be offered both by the 
patron and the client, but it is never given in the same way. A patron gives the 
client pieces of a slaughtered ox or cow, and the size and quality of the piece 
will indicate the closeness of the bond. The client never gives pieces from a 
slaughtered animal but only live ones. The client’s animals are, however, small 
ones like a hen or a goat.

The power of the patron is strengthened by the fact that there are more 
clients about than patrons. This increases the client’s dependence since 
although the bond between them can be broken by either of them equally, it is 
usually easier for a patron to dispense with the services of one of his clients 
than the other way round.

Principles o f  R eciprocity and D istinction  o f Spheres

Friendship in the Ashena context can be seen as having important aspects of 
both instrumentality and emotion. The nature of friendship has been discussed 
by Paine (1974). He refers to Aristotle’s moral schema with its distinction 
between friends of ”virtue" and friendship based on ”utilitarian needs” . 
According to Paine friendship based on utilitarian needs is in Aristotle’s 
schema established between persons who are able to furnish a modus operandi 
for the relationship in the sense that each can give and gain something he or she 
needs from the other. The source of their relationship may be some special 
pleasure or advantage that they can provide for each other and as such it 
always has a connotation of instrumentality. If, however, the counter
obligation is disrupted the motive is gone and the friendship itself disappears. 
Friendship of this type can be distinguished from Aristotle’s friendship of 
”virtue” . This is an altruistic relationship which only exists between those who 
are ”good” and who desire the good for one another. Although ”good” friends 
also are both pleasant and useful to each other, this is not the basis of the 
relationship. The ”good” friend is, instead, loved for being what he is in 
himself and not for what he might be able to provide for his friend. Such ”good” 
friends are, as was seen earlier, rare in the Ashena context in which the



instrumentality of the relationship is often distinctly pronounced.
The principles regulating friendship in Ashena can also be perceived in 

relation to the concepts of ”balanced” and "generalized" reciprocity as these 
terms, developed by Sahlins (1972), are used here. In the discussion 
”balanced" reciprocity stands for direct exchange between two parties in 
which the content of the reciprocation is the customary equivalent of the thing 
received and without delay (cf Sahlins 1972: 194), a principle that seems to 
predominate in Ashena relations. "G eneralized" reciprocity, although still 
between two specific parties, is, on the other hand, putatively altruistic. No 
counter-obligation is requested or stipulated, at least not explicitly. W hat is 
expected in return is only what the giver may later need and what the receiver 
at that time may provide. In this way there may be an implicit expectation of 
reciprocity in a longer time perspective, although not of the same kind or 
value.

From categorizing the interactions that take place between people in 
Ashena as occurring in different spheres of life, it becomes possible to 
understand why a community which in certain respects appears individualistic 
can in others exhibit several traits of communality. In Ashena, ”generalized” 
reciprocal relations are not frequently found in people’s interactions, but 
certain elements of such reciprocity can still be observed in the sphere of social 
and religious activities. Gifts can be offered and work performed as help, 
particularly in connection with illness and death, without the obligation of 
return. The cultural tradition morally supports such actions. One such act 
sanctioned by tradition is that of offering hospitality. This is mainly done by 
women since they control food and drink in the house. Women renowned for 
hospitality are highly praised. Men who assist a friend if the latter is late with 
his agricultural tasks or has a problem, and who do not require the same thing 
in return, also perform an act which can be interpreted as expressing a sense of 
generalized reciprocity.

The persons with whom there seem to be elements of both a ”balanced” and 
a more ”generalized” reciprocal relationship are either kin  who have chosen to 
be close not because of their blood relationship but because they like and have 
learnt to respect and trust each other like friends4, or friends  who have 
developed their relations on a similar basis. W hen possible, such friends try to 
cement the relationship by making each other into god-parents5 of their
4 Cf. also chapter 8 footnote 4.
5 This can be compared with the compadrazgo-system in Latin America (see e.g. Mintz and 
W olf 1967:174-199). Even their conclusion that where the society is a self-contained 
homogenous group god-parenthood is largely horizontal seems to fit in with the Ashena 
situation.



respective children and by this act the friend is transformed into fictive kin. 
Such an action indicates, however, that kinship has a certain value which in 
combination with friendship gives the latter an even deeper meaning than it had 
before.

Interpersonal relationships in Ashena show that balanced and generalized 
reciprocity or individuality and communality, although distinct as concepts, 
are not so distinct in real life. There is an area where they are more or less in a 
state of flux and where it is difficult to say whether a relationship of reciprocity 
is ”balanced” or ”generalized". This seems to happen at a stage in a 
relationship when the quality of the interactions is almost imperceptibly 
changing. Only the lapse of time will then allow us to discern the changes and 
to see in which direction a certain relationship will develop. Such changes 
from, for example, a ”balanced” towards a more ”generalized" reciprocal 
relationship may also affect the principles regulating interaction in an entire 
sphere. Relations of balanced reciprocity in the sphere of work, for example, 
may in the long run develop and become more generalized and in a sense 
altruistic. By this I do not refer to a completely altruistic or ” communist” 
society, which still appears to be a grand vision, but to qualitative changes on a 
smaller scale.

The process whereby a conversion may take place, when "balanced” 
reciprocal relations between individuals are changed into more "generalized” 
ones, or when kin are made into friends and friends into kin, is usually long and 
exacting. During the process the content of the relationship gradually gains a 
deeper meaning as trust in the authenticity of the friend is slowly strengthened. 
Trust seems in this context to be the main means whereby the relationship can 
be transformed. W ithout trust, particularly in economic and work relations, 
there is always a suspicion that the giver of a gift is in fact out to put the receiver 
into his debt. Trust is, however, not easily promoted. People must show each 
other that they are worthy of trust. To this end a time-consuming testing period 
is necessary.

Although there may be means whereby trust can be established, the general 
situation in Ashena is very far from being one in which people are prepared to 
confide their means of sustenance into the hands of others, something which is 
expected, to a very high degree, in a cooperative endeavour. Although the 
people of Ashena may appear to be homogeneous when outside their own 
society, and may even appear to be united as a group when cooperating in the 
religious and social spheres, they are basically individualistic, particularly in 
economic matters and work activities. They rely on themselves and their



households for what they need. For all economic planning, production and 
budgeting each household is self-sufficient. Husband and wife together carry 
the responsibility for the other members. Each household has to have its own 
strategy, since they are differently endowed with resources and occupy 
different positions in the opportunity structure. In spite of perpetual changes in 
the society depending on both internal and external factors, independence and 
self-sufficiency are the principles that predominate in most productive 
activities in the household and "balanced" reciprocity regulates most relations 
outside it.



The Land Reform in Ashena

Land Reform and Peasant Institutions

The population in Ashena was already organized as a Peasant Association in 
1975, in the same year as the land reform law was proclaimed. This was rapid 
compared with much of the rest of Gojjam region, where the law did not 
become effective until 1978. It took longer for the so-called umbrella 
organizations to be established, however, and the W omen’s and Youth 
Associations held their first elections only in 1978. The first Service 
Cooperative was organized in the same year, initially consisting of ten Peasant 
Associations as members. In the present chapter I shall first describe the 
Ashena Peasant Association and the concomitant peasant institutions in the 
parish. This will be followed by a discussion of the effects that the land reform 
had on the lives of the people in Ashena, and the role played by the local social 
and cultural factors in the implementation of the law. Attention will also be 
given to the relationship between the changes introduced and the initial 
objectives of the reform.

In Ashena the peasants held usufructory rights in land as rist through the 
cognatic descent system and most peasants in the parish did not worry about 
security of tenure. Nevertheless there was a lot of litigation over different plots 
of land. People were, as a rule, not totally dispossessed of the rights to what 
they cultivated, but they lost both time and money in endless court 
proceedings. There were few tenants living in Ashena before the land reform. 
M ost of them were peasants who had some but not enough land to support their 
households. They rented land from people in their own or neighbouring 
parishes who had more than they could cultivate. Tenancy was unusual in 
Ashena, however, and few people had land in excess of their own needs.

Until 1967 the peasants in Ashena collectively paid a certain part of their 
harvest as tribute to the lord who held the land as gult. As rist-holders they did 
not pay any rent for their land, however. Another advantage they possessed



over people in the same category from the southern and southwestern regions 
of Ethiopia was that the lords usually belonged to the same culture and spoke 
the same language as the peasants themselves.

Only a couple of months after the land reform was proclaimed Peasant 
Associations were organized in Dangla woreda by the local branch of the 
Ministry of Agriculture. Ashena was one of the first PA s to be established in 
Dangla. The fact that it was organized so soon, faster than the situation 
required, created, as I was later told, some resentment among people in the 
neighbouring parishes. There was only talk and some threats, however, and the 
resentment never led to actual fighting. The reason why Ashena became the 
first PA is not clear. It did not differ in any important respects from the other 
parishes. It was neither inhabited by extremely rich peasants, nor did it contain 
many poor ones, although in comparison with the 51 other PAs later to be 
formed in the woreda Ashena can be placed in the poorer half because of the 
somewhat greater shortage of land that people faced.

According to the Proclamation the size of a PA was to be approximately 
800 hectares. In Dangla woreda the PA borders were initially determined by 
those of the parishes already in existence which could be both smaller and 
larger than 800 hectares. The size of different PAs thus came to vary a lot 
within the woreda. This inequality was later addressed by a reshuffling of land, 
intended both to achieve greater uniformity of size among the different PAs, 
and to make the area coverage proportional to the population size. In 1980, 
Ashena was enlarged by the addition of a neighbouring PA.

Members of the Peasant Association are, according to the Proclamation, all 
heads of households living within the geographical boundaries of the PA and 
owning less than 10 hectares of land. The fact that, in general, it is men who are 
registered as heads of households has made the PA s into predominantly male 
associations. The only exceptions are divorced or widowed women who head 
their own households.1

1 In 1982 the law on PA membership was amended and anybody over the age of 18 who lives 
by farming within the PA can be a member (Proclamation N o 223 of 1982). One of the 
purposes of the amendment was to give women equal rights of membership with men. N ot 
many women came to join the PAs, however, for which there may be many reasons such as e.g. 
lack of time or lack of somebody to look after the children. A common explanation given in 
many areas of the country was that the rules on contributions hindered women from joining. 
Contributions demanded from the PAs for development and other purposes had to be paid by 
each member alike. If the wives became members, the households would have to pay double 
the amount as compared with when only husbands were members, something they felt they 
could ill afford.



The general election procedure for the executive committee in Ashena was a 
new phenomenon, sometimes difficult for people in the parish to grasp. Before 
the land reform law was proclaimed parish affairs were resolved either through 
consensus or through the links provided by the patron-client system. The first 
elections confronted people with new rules for participation. They were, for 
example, not used to suggesting names for nomination. They even feared that 
there might be negative consequences for an elected person. This impression 
was enhanced by the fact that all elections from the very beginning were 
closely followed by the local political cadres and employees of the institutions 
concerned. This was considered necessary by the government because of the 
unstable political climate in the country. From the beginning of the revolution 
there were organizations representing political views both to the left and right 
of the government position. M any of them tried either to hinder the reforms 
from being implemented or to change the direction of the development to their 
own advantage. The awraja and woreda government employees were 
therefore instructed to support the election of certain categories of people while 
preventing others from being elected. The fact that the officials were powerful 
but also fearful that something might go wrong often made them insist on their 
own choice of people. The opinions which might have been held by the 
peasants were therefore often not expressed.

-  The Executive Committee of the Peasant Association

The executive committee of the Ashena PA was made up of fifteen members, 
all of them men. Three elections had been held up to 1980 and each time a new 
chairman had been chosen. All the chairmen were comparatively well-off, 
since they had access to enough land and owned two or more oxen. The 
chairman and the other members of the executive committee were respected 
people in the area and had on various occasions acted as shimageles. The 
composition of the executive committee in office from 1980 to 1981 followed 
the Directives for Producers Cooperatives of J une 197 9 in which PC members 
were designated as the politically most progressive. The chairmanships of the 
PA executive committee, the judicial tribunal and the security squad were 
therefore all held by members of the Producers Cooperative as stipulated.

The primary duty of all PAs at the outset is to carry out the land reform and 
see to it that land is equally distributed amongst the members. W hen land was



redistributed for the first time2 in Ashena a general meeting of the whole 
community was held at the church. The assembled members elected what they 
called poor peasants, that is men without oxen and with small plots, who were 
mandated to measure the land in their respective neighbourhoods. The 
measurements were afterwards presented to the PA executive committee, who 
based the distribution of available land on this information. The main 
principles for distribution used in Ashena were that each household should 
obtain land according to its size, preferably without too many geographical 
alterations of the status quo. U p to the time of my fieldwork each husband and 
wife had been given four kadas together and an additional kada  for each child. 
Since the population was growing fast, the executive committee had already 
decided that in the next redistribution only half a kada  was to be considered for 
each child. Another principle which had not been used up to 1980 but which 
the committee intended to apply in the next round, was to make a fair 
distribution offertile, semi-fertile and dry land. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the 
land reform led to an equalization of land size in Ashena but the inequalities 
with regard to soil fertility were not solved.

M any of the duties performed by the PA executive committee were those 
which before the reform had been carried out by government employees. The 
members were thus charged with the collection of 10 Birr  for land tax and 10 
Birr  for income tax from each household. The cashier had to go in person to 
every house in the PA and collect the money which he himself had to hand over 
to the woreda authorities. A few people were not required to pay taxes by the 
executive committee. These were old and single people, mostly women, who 
had access to only one or two kadas  of land. Since this gave them such a small 
income they were not considered able to pay the 20 Birr  in taxes.

Along with the taxes the members of the executive committee had to ask the 
peasants to pay additional contributions, the purposes of which varied but 
were mostly for development objectives such as building a bridge, a road or an 
auditorium. Such requests usually came from the woreda o rawraja authorities 
and were for projects in different parts of the subdistrict or district. Nationwide 
requests for general surtaxes were issued by the central government. One such 
occasion was ”The call of the M otherland” (ye enat ager t ’ri), during the war 
against Somalia in 1978.

2 According to information obtained in Gojjam and Gonder in November 1978 the last 
redistribution took place in 1980. After that the peasants have not been allowed to make any 
changes in the holdings except for sons who are given land from their parents’ holdings.



Another duty of the PA executive committee was to safeguard the peace of 
the area. People accused of murder, manslaughter or theft had to be sought out 
and delivered to the woreda police. Also people who, in speech or action, had 
expressed dissatisfaction with, or tried to instigate opposition against, the 
revolution had to be taken care of and when necessary handed over to higher 
authorities. To assist the committee members in these vast responsibilities one 
person from each neighbourhood was elected as a guard. He could at any time 
be called from his home or his work, to pursue the supervisory duties for which 
he was appointed.

The PA  executive committee was also responsible for recruiting men for the 
militia. A first batch were sent to the Ogaden and a second to Eritrea. The 
woreda authorities gave each PA  a quota of men that it had to find within its 
boundaries. W hen the militia from Ashena had departed it was the 
responsibility of the PA members to farm the soldiers’ land so that wives and 
children would not suffer from their absence. The duty to plough and sow for 
the absent militia was parcelled out to the farmers in the respective 
neighbourhoods under the supervision of the guards. The members of the 
militia could not themselves support their families since they got no salary, 
only a little pocket money.

One task that the Ministry of Agriculture had delegated to the executive 
committee of the PA and not to the Service Cooperative, as could have been 
expected from the land reform, was the collection of payments for fertilizer. 
Each year the chairman, cashier and secretary in Ashena had to find out how 
much fertilizer each individual farmer wanted to buy. They then collected a 
deposit of 15% which they forwarded to the M oA with the names of the 
buyers. The outstanding sum became their joint responsibility and they signed 
a loan agreement for it. W hen the grain was harvested the three executive 
committee members again had to go round to each house and collect the 
remaining 85% of the fertilizer price and hand it over to the MoA 
authorities.

In 1979 the Ethiopian government initiated a nation-wide literacy campaign
under the slogan ”Literacy for all” . In Ashena the executive committee was
responsible for seeing that the campaign was properly carried out. Together
with the other members they first built a school and then recruited unemployed
students, who had completed the 12th grade as teachers. The teachers were
paid a salary of 40 B irr a month by the peasants, who also provided them with
lodgings. The illiterate population3 below the age of 60 was divided into three
3 According to the survey 78%  of the men and almost 100% of the women in Ashena were 
illiterate in 1980.



groups, each having their classes during separate hours. Adult men went to 
school from 7 to 9 a.m., children from 10 to 12 a.m. and women from 1 to 3 
p.m. Classes were held every day except Saturdays, Sundays and holidays. 
The seven neighbourhood guards were responsible for making everybody who 
could not read or write attend their respective classes. Those who missed 
classes, without a reason acceptable the guards, had to pay a small fine. 
Although classes often clashed with work, most people said they enjoyed them. 
Their appreciation was due both to the knowledge they obtained from the 
education, particularly when they learnt to write their own names, and also to 
the recreation they got from just sitting down for two hours in the middle of the 
day.

Fridays were designated as days for community development activities. The 
basic idea was that once a week members should deal with matters of concern 
to the whole PA such as building roads and bridges, planting trees or assisting 
the poor and elderly. The executive committee members in Ashena told me, 
however, that since everybody was so busy with their ordinary farming and 
with such extra activities as cultivating the militia men’s plots, they had not 
been able to start any specific development project within the parish 
boundaries.

The duties performed by the executive committee members of the Ashena 
Peasant Association gave them a certain power over the rest of the community. 
The fact that they were mandated to perform specific tasks also gave them the 
right to carry them out even if there were objections. Their sanctions consisted 
of fines, confinement of people or imprisonment and delivery of the prisoners 
to higher authorities. Although these punishments were mostly adjudicated by 
the judicial tribunal, it was the members of the executive committee who took 
the defaulters to court. The duties assigned to the members of the executive 
committee were very exacting. The chairman, cashier, secretary and guards 
had to walk to people’s homes, both to inform them about meetings and to 
collect money. This reduced the time they themselves could work in the fields. 
For those executive committee members who, simultaneously, were members 
of the PC the work marks, and hence salary, were correspondingly reduced. 
All the executive committee members had to attend official meetings. These 
took up much of their time and sometimes also their money when they had to 
pay for additional expenses.



-  Judicial Tribunal

The five members of the Judicial Tribunal of the Ashena Peasant Association 
were elected at the same time as the PA  executive committee members. The 
members of the court were shimageles known for being able to mediate 
between people. They met on three local holidays every month as well as every 
Sunday. As judges, they sat under a tree by the church and let people who had a 
case come and present it to them. All parties involved in a case including the 
witnesses were heard. If  the judges found it necessary to call more witnesses 
the case was usually postponed until the latter had been reached by a 
summons. A t least three of the judges had to be present for the court to be able 
to give a verdict.

The most frequent cases heard by the Ashena judicial tribunal dealt with 
accusations made by the neighbourhood guards against individual farmers, 
who had disobeyed the order to cultivate the land of militia men. For not 
complying with the order the farmers were usually fined. Another type of case 
commonly dealt with by the court concerned lack of fulfilment of business 
transactions, particularly in connection with cattle purchases. Often when 
people bought cattle from each other they paid half the sum as down payment, 
with the rest to be paid at a specified later date. W hen the payment was not 
forthcoming, the matter was taken to court.

A few divorce cases were also taken to court. This mostly happened when 
the parties disagreed about the division of property and the case became 
long-drawn-out. Following the procedure of traditional marriage mediations, 
the judges first tried to get the couple to reunite and live together. If, after 
several attempts, this did not work, they tried to reach an agreement about the 
property. The interests of the children were always given priority by the judges. 
They tried to make the parents marry off their children before they themselves 
separated.

Some cases heard by the judicial tribunal concerned wives who accused 
their husbands of having beaten them. The husband was either fined, if found 
guilty, or taken into custody for a day or two. This type of accusation was a new 
phenomenon in Ashena and, according to the judges, it was becoming more 
and more frequent. On the other hand, land disputes between neighbours or 
relatives which had been very common before the revolution almost 
disappeared as a result of the land reform.

The woreda PA  judicial tribunal was the next highest instance after the PA 
court. It usually dealt with cases in which two or more PAs were involved.



When an individual peasant had an argument with, for example, the executive 
committee in his own Peasant Association, his case was referred to the woreda 
court so that he could be treated with greater impartiality.

The Ashena Peasant Association’s main income came from the fines paid 
by the various criminal offenders. The money was used for general PA 
expenditures and for the per diem  allowance that executive committee 
members had the right to claim when attending official meetings in other 
localities. Nobody in the executive committee or among the judges was 
remunerated for their work. Everybody who was elected was expected to work 
for free.

-  W omen’s Association

The Ashena W omen’s Association (W A) was established through an election 
in July 1978. As was the case with all the other organizing and electoral 
procedures in the countryside at the time, these elections were supervised by 
employees of the Ministry of Agriculture.

In several areas adjoining Ashena, the first election to take place showed the 
strong fears and the antipathy felt by men towards the W omen’s Associations. 
It was said that in these PAs the husbands had told their wives to elect only 
single women, either widowed or divorced, to the executive positions in the 
W As. These men, I was told, felt that wives should stay at home with their 
families while single women could go to the meetings. Even such women, 
however, usually had at least one child to take care of. The elected executive 
committee members, being single providers for their families, found it 
impossible to put much effort into the activities. The women in the 
neighbouring W om en’s Associations therefore only met very seldom. In 
contrast, only a few of the women elected in Ashena were widowed and 
divorced. The majority were married and their W A was considered to be quite 
active by the MoA home economics agent.

The W omen’s Associations in the Ethiopian countryside involved them
selves mainly in the cultivation of vegetables. Their organizations were also 
the focus for instruction in child-care, nutrition and hygiene.4 M ost of the

4 For a more extensive discussion of the formation and activities of W omen’s Associations 
and their effect on women in the countryside see Poluha 1980.



peasant women were organized by the home economics agent of the Ministry 
of Agriculture and it was her task to teach them these subjects.

In Ashena the women had both positive and negative experiences from 
having an association of their own. They enjoyed having the legal right to meet 
and discuss matters of interest to them all. Legal support was considered a 
great help, particularly by those women whose husbands tried to hinder them 
from attending the meetings. The women said that they had come to know each 
other more intimately through the association. Before its establishment young 
wives had hardly known anybody apart from their mother- and sisters-in-law.

M any women also found the courses given by the M oA home economics 
agent in child-care, nutrition and gardening interesting. But the agricultural 
activities which their association was simultaneously involved in through the 
MoA demanded too much of their time and energy. To gain an income for their 
association they had to spend many hours weeding and watering the vegetables 
in the W A fields, when in fact they were already fully occupied in their own 
houses and on their own farms. Several women also expressed a certain 
disappointment with their association. They had hoped that all the efforts that 
they and others had put into their organization would have improved the work 
and lives of women, but this had not actually happened.

Those who were actively working to strengthen the organization were thus 
discouraged from further involvement by the fact that no real improvements 
had taken place. Since the women were not used to formal meetings, it was also 
difficult and time-consuming for the executive committee members to get them 
to attend. On the eve of each meeting all members had to be individually 
reminded about it. Towards the end of my fieldwork period the responsibility 
for assisting and strengthening the W omen’s Associations passed from the 
MoA to the national organization of women, the Revolutionary Ethiopia’s 
W omen’s Association. So long as I remained in the field the main effect of this 
change was that the women continued to meet once a month and then only to 
pay their membership fees.

-  Youth Association

The Youth Association in Ashena did not have many active members. Some of 
the young peasants said that they preferred not to join the association because 
it did not really direct itself to their problems. They claimed that the 
association itself and the requirements that it had to fulfil were matters which



had been brought about by the students in the towns with whom they felt they 
had little in common. The peasant youth were fully occupied with farming and 
supplying their own families with food. As adults, they were already members 
of the PA. This kept them busy and did not leave them much time for the youth 
association. Young girls and wives found it difficult to join. First, they did not 
know the young people of the area as they had moved to Ashena only upon 
marriage. Secondly, they had no older children who could look after the young 
ones. So they had to stay behind when their husbands attended the youth 
meetings.

In Ashena 234 youngsters between the ages of 14 and 30 registered for the 
election in 1980. O f these only 34 were girls, all of whom attended regular 
schools. Members were supposed to meet twice a month but not many came to 
the meetings. The members of the Ashena Youth Association carried out some 
small tasks at the request of the Peasant Association. They helped the PC to 
weed and harvest some of its fields. They built a school house for the literacy 
campaign jointly with the adults, and they also built a small bridge to allow 
people who lived beyond the rivulet to cross more easily during the rainy 
season.

-  Service Cooperative

In the area where Ashena was situated a Service Cooperative was established 
in January 1978 by ten different Peasant Associations. Through fusion the 
number was later reduced to five. This cooperative venture was the first of its 
kind to take place in Ashena. To obtain the necessary initial capital the 
members of each PA collectively farmed a piece of land in their own PA. The 
crops were sold and the income handed over to the service cooperative, which 
used it as start-up capital. In addition to the work contributed to obtain the 
initial capital, everybody in the parish who wanted to become a member of the 
service cooperative had to pay a registration fee of one Birr and a supporting 
fee of 10 Birr. Poor peasants were allowed to pay the eleven Birr over a period 
of a year, while making use of the services of the cooperative. Nobody was 
forced to join the service cooperative and only a minority of the inhabitants in 
Ashena did so.

The main advantage of membership in the service cooperative was that it 
entitled people to buy the goods available in the co-op shop. Situated on the 
main highway not far from Dangla, the shop was easy to reach for both people



and goods, in particular for the members of the Ashena PA on whose land it 
was placed. The shop building was divided into three rooms. The first of these 
served both as a store house and a shop. The shop was kept open on specific 
days when the peasants did not work, namely, one Sunday a month as well as 
on the 12th, 21 st and 29th of each month, days that are celebrated as holidays 
in the area.

To guard the stores, the service cooperative employed one man who was 
paid 30 Birr per month.5 In addition to this small salary, he was given the use of 
the second room in the building where he lived with his family. Another 
employee was the shop attendant who was paid 10 Birr  per month. He already 
lived elsewhere in the PA. The third room was used by the teachers employed 
in the literacy campaign.

The shop sold a range of items such as salt, matches, khaki cloth, sickles, 
gymnastic shoes, boots, exercise books and pens. The goods most in demand 
were blankets, salt, boots and sickles. The prices in the co-op shop were much 
lower than in the privately owned shops in Dangla, since the co-op was 
supplied through the government retail chain which had fixed prices. Many 
items were lacking in the shop or insufficient in quantity, however. Whenever 
there was a shortage of certain goods, each member was allowed an equal 
share irrespective of family size. This was in contradiction to the principle used 
in the land distribution where the number of household members determined 
the share of land.

The procedure for getting goods to the service cooperative was extremely 
complicated. First five members of the executive committee met and wrote a 
letter to the distributors in Bahar D ar, who served the Gojjam region, 
specifying which articles they wanted and how many of each. N ext the cashier 
and the purchaser went to Dangla and together withdrew the money they 
needed from the bank. The purchaser then went by bus with his letter and the 
money to Bahar Dar. He presented the letter to the distributors who gave him 
what they happened to have in stock. Usually many items would be missing. 
After having bought what was available, the purchaser made a contract with a 
lorry driver to transport the remaining goods to the shop in Ashena. The 
purchaser was paid for his transportation costs and 7 Birr  as a per diem  
allowance. Upon his return to Ashena the goods were stored in the shop. 
Before anything could be sold, however, a minimum of five executive

5 The payment for a daily labourer in Dangla was in 1981, 3 Birr per day.



committee members had to meet at the M oA woreda office in D angla and 
decide upon the prices of the goods. Prices were fixed in relation to the 
expenses that had been incurred in getting the goods, plus a small profit. The 
circuitous procedure made the work for the shop very time-consuming, 
something which affected the willingness of executive committee members to 
stand for re-election and of new ones to take their posts.

Effects o f Implementing the Land Reform Laws in Ashena

The implementation of the land reform law and the establishment of the 
various mass organizations influenced the daily life of the people in Ashena in 
a number of ways. These changes can be looked at from many different angles. 
In the rest of this chapter I shall first discuss what can be considered the main 
changes following upon the implementation of the land reform. Secondly I 
want to compare the effects of the induced changes with the overt objectives as 
well as the underlying rationale (Ch.3) of the legislation. My purpose is to try 
to find out whether or not the stated objectives were realized and what the 
possible explanation for their realization or failure can have been.

Finally I want to gauge the importance of the local culture for the 
implementation of the reforms. This approach will enable us to see how local 
traditions can in effect influence and sometimes mould the outcome of 
centrally planned change, an issue which will be more extensively dealt with 
later on in connection with the Producers Cooperative.

-  Main Changes

The most important change brought about in the parish of Ashena by the 
implementation of the land reform was the redistribution of land. In a society 
where land use rights had been obtained through a cognatic descent system, 
residence had suddenly been made the main criterion for access to land. 
Kinship and religion were no longer valid criteria. W eavers and other artisans 
who before the revolution had no rights whatsoever to land were now given the 
right to cultivate their own plots. Influential men who previously had been able 
to make use of their inheritance lines on both the maternal and paternal sides 
were now, all at once, forced to choose one Peasant Association and stay 
there.



The land reform not only meant that previously landless people got access to 
land, but also that those who previously had had comparatively more land, 
were deprived of some of their plots. These were instead given to households 
with only limited access to land. A  real redistribution took place and access to 
land was more or less equalized between households.

These changes affected people’s whole way of thinking. The previous 
frequent allusions to areas where different individuals held rist or inheritance 
rights, even if dormant for generations, had been signs not only of geographical 
closeness but also of bonds with the people living there. W hen after the land 
reform references were made to such areas it was usually with a note of regret, 
that something which had been now no longer existed. The changes also 
altered the relations between people in the community. Land, which had been 
an unobtainable asset for certain categories of people, could now actually 
come within their reach, and those who thought they had had their rights 
secured, could also stand to lose.

The institution through which these changes were enacted was the Ashena 
Peasant Association. It represented a completely new form of organization for 
the peasants. All heads of households within the PA borders were not only 
members of the association but also had the right to elect their leaders and 
themselves be elected. Meetings were held at least once a month and required a 
close involvement in parish affairs by the members. Poor, landless, old and 
young, all those who previously had had few chances of making their voices 
heard had now been given equal status with the others in the society. The 
message from the government that the revolution had come for those who were 
poor had reached Ashena and been embraced by many of those at whom it was 
aimed. It was also the poorest heads of households who made the survey of the 
parish lands which later came to constitute the basis on which the 
redistribution was made. Within less than a year the new peasant institution 
had succeeded in establishing itself and the members started to implement a 
land reform of incredible scope.

The establishment of the Peasant Association provided a local framework 
within which it was possible to initiate a literacy campaign of considerable 
proportions. The mass educational programme was a highly regarded and 
much talked about activity. N ot only did the literacy campaign make it 
possible for the individual woman, man or youngster to write their names on a 
receipt instead of signing with a thumb-print, it also opened their eyes to a 
qualitatively different type of life. Until this time many peasants had shared the 
stereotype of themselves held by the officials with whom they came in contact.



They saw themselves as gullible, even stupid, backward and dirty. Being able 
to read and write gave some of them a vision of a potential new life, an idea that 
the direction of peasant life could be changed. They knew that they had not yet 
achieved the change, but it had become a possibility. These three events, the 
land redistribution, the establishment of a Peasant Association and the 
introduction of literacy education made a great impact on life in Ashena. N ot 
only did the changes affect the day-to-day activities of the people but their 
effect on people’s way of thinking was substantial. Men and women started to 
question both the old hierarchical relations and the customary ways of doing 
things. The new set-up which they themselves had participated in establishing 
also made it easier for new lines of thought to be introduced.

-  C h an ge and In itia l In ten tion s

The primary objective of the land reform was, as expressed in the preamble to 
Proclamation No. 31 of 1975, ” to abolish the feudal system..” . The reason, it 
was stated, was that in a country ”where the economy is agricultural a person’s 
right, honour, status and standard of living is determined by his relation to the 
land” (ibid). Thus, to make it possible for all those occupied in agriculture to 
obtain equal status and also to promote production, all the old landholding 
relations had to be eradicated and replaced by a new order according to which 
exploitation of man by man would no longer be possible.

The body empowered to carry out the provision of the land reform was the 
Peasant Association, whose poweres and duties were spelt out in Proclama
tion No. 71 of the same year. Together with the National Democratic 
Revolution Programme (N D RP) announced early in 1976, the reforms 
enhanced the importance of people training themselves in self-administration. 
Such experiences would help them to fight their ”class enemies” and teach 
them to exercise their rights in a ”united” struggle. This ”unity” would also 
follow from the desire ” to construct a new life and a new society based on 
equality, brotherhood and mutual respect” (N D RP Section 11:5). W omen’s 
Associations were also to be established following these reforms, to strengthen 
women in their fight against male oppression so that equality between the sexes 
could be promoted.

The implementation of the land reform in Ashena meant that the primary 
goal of the reforms was achieved: land was redistributed and the size of 
holdings equalized. W hen enacting the reform the members of the executive



committee took care not to shift the land so much that people would be 
uprooted from their homes. There seemed to be a general consensus that both 
the original settlement pattern and the cultivation of particular plots should be 
respected. One of the consequences following upon such respect for the 
traditional pattern was that, although the size of land holdings was equalized, 
the quality of the plots held by the various households continued to differ. 
Through paying attention to some strongly embraced local values certain of 
the objectives in the proclamation were thus tacitly modified.

In several of the proclamations connected with and following upon the land 
reform there was great concern with the position of women in Ethiopian 
society. To support the women and help them acquire sufficient strength and 
power to safeguard their own rights separate W omen’s Associations were to be 
established. The W omen’s Association in Ashena was much appreciated by 
the members, particularly the young ones since it promoted social contacts 
among them. It did not increase women’s influence in community affairs, 
however. The fact that only one person represented the household in the 
Peasant Association greatly reduced the opportunities for women to influence 
events in the community. It was the general assembly and executive committee 
of the PA that set the priorities between different development projects in 
Ashena. Only widowed or divorced women were members of these organs and 
the W A as such had no say whatsoever in community matters. Thus women 
were kept out of the main decision-making body in their community. When the 
law was changed in 1982 so that all adult people were allowed to become 
members, a precedent had already been set and the change did not encourage 
more women to join.

The land reform in itself had certain negative consequences for women in 
Ashena. W hen divorcees returned to their area of origin they sometimes had 
difficulties in obtaining land in the parish. All the arable land was already being 
cultivated and there was no unused land which the executive committee could 
allocate to them. W hen some women followed the traditional pattern and 
asked their brothers to relinquish some of their use rights to them, their 
brothers were not really willing to do so. They themselves had only been given 
land in accordance with the size of their households and could not part with any 
of it if they wanted to survive.

One of the expectations concerning the Peasant Associations (and the 
corresponding Urban Dwellers’ Associations) was that such mass organi
zations would enable people to get experience in self-administration. The 
households in Ashena performed the feat of implementing the land reform and



establishing all the institutions that were part of it. This was done peacefully 
and in a short period of time. The experience people gained from this gave them 
a lot of confidence in themselves and in their own administrative capabilities. It 
appears, however, that much of the potential for self-administration was later 
submerged under the multitude of tasks and duties imposed on these 
organs.

As we have seen, the tasks which the Peasant Association performed were 
many in number and quite time-consuming. The fact that the duties were so 
strictly defined and that the PA had no resources of its own severely limited the 
executive committee members in their activities. They could rarely initiate 
projects of their own and the committee seemed in essence to be simply an 
executive body of the national government. That the members themselves also 
felt this was expressed indirectly by several of them who indicated that their 
main responsibility was towards those who made the rules and whom they had 
to face if they made any mistakes and not towards the people who had elected 
them.6

The general increase in production which was expected to follow upon the 
release of the peasants from "feudal bondage” was not evident in Ashena at 
the time of my fieldwork, rather the contrary. However, only a short time had 
elapsed since the implementation of the reform, something which might 
explain this effect. A more important reason for the lack of increase in 
production seems to be the absence of large landowners in Ashena. The land 
reform could therefore not provide any extra land for distribution. Instead 
there was only a redistribution of the fairly meagre existing resources. The 
shortage of land continued to be a factor closely related to the techniques and 
tools used in agriculture. These were the same as they had been before the 
implementation of the reform and were not therefore able to facilitate an 
increase in productivity.

The halt in litigation which the reform implied saved both money and time 
for many of the peasants. However, since most peasants in Ashena had not 
paid any tenancy fees and the old taxes were replaced with new, both direct 
and indirect ones, the share of production that the peasants could keep after 
harvest was approximately the same as before the reform. Even in other 
respects, the land reform failed to provide an answer to the particular problems 
experienced by the peasants in Ashena. Their main problem was the general 
shortage of traction power which hindered people from ploughing the land

6 Similar findings have been reported by Alula Abate and Fassil Kiros (1980), Dessalegn 
Rahmato (1984), Mengistu W oube (1986) and Mekonnen Getu (1987).



properly. As mentioned earlier, the fact that more than 50%  of households in 
Ashena did not have access to a team meant that there was both an absolute 
shortage of oxen, there being only 63 teams for a total of 327 households, and 
an unequal distribution between households.

If the land reform failed to lead to any increase in production, the price 
regulations that the government had proclaimed for grain in 1977 appeared to 
act as an outright disincentive for the farmers. The Ashena peasants 
exchanged their grain for food, clothes and other items that they wanted. In this 
exchange between countryside and town the peasants felt that whatever they 
wanted to buy, such as clothes and tools, had become much more expensive 
than previously. The price for what they could sell had, on the contrary, been 
fixed at a very low level. W hether this is true or not is difficult to verify without 
accurate information on previous budgets and prices. In the present context, 
however, the important issue is not the exact prices, exchange rates or possible 
losses which the peasants might have experienced, but rather their own 
appreciation of the matter as this in turn influenced the priorities they set. 
M any of them felt that their access to important economic resources had in no 
way improved. They were neither in a better position vis-à-vis their 
neighbours, apart from those who had obtained land or more land through the 
reform, nor had their situation in relation to people in the towns improved. 
M any felt themselves circumscribed by the fixed prices for their own products 
and the simultaneous increase in prices for what they wanted to buy. This gave 
them a sense of helplessness and lack of interest in production for the 
market.

The service cooperative, which fulfilled a very important function in 
providing its members in Ashena with necessary goods at a cheaper price, had 
in a sense lost one of its major purposes through the price regulations. When 
the government regulated the prices for grain no further price bargaining 
between peasants and merchants was possible, and thus one of the reasons for 
setting up the service cooperatives was nullified.

-  C h an ge and  L o ca l F actors

It is possible to see that in actual fact the outcome of many of the induced 
changes revealed a close correspondence with the old traditions. The main 
target of the land reform proclamations was people’s relations to land. The 
land reform meant that land was nationalized and people were given only



usufmctory rights. To people in Ashena this was not a decisive change since 
they had never held land in private ownership. The land reform did have 
important implications for them, but these were not of the same thoroughgoing 
kind as in areas where land was already a commodity bought and sold in the 
market.

The delimitation of the Peasant Association in accordance with the borders 
designating the area of the parish is another example of non-drastic change. 
The newly created territorial unit in many respects resembled the old one. By 
adapting the new borders to the already existing ones loyalties to church and 
co-parishioners never had to be questioned.

The judicial tribunal of the Peasant Association was another institution 
which could be built on the basis of old traditions. Elders or shimageles had 
always functioned in the way of a local court as mediators in solving disputes. 
The change mainly meant that their responsibilities increased and became 
more formalized.

Another important perpetuation of old forms concerned the duties 
performed by the executive committee of the PA. These duties are in essence 
similar to those which local administrators like the chicka shum  had 
previously carried out. The people themselves appear to be keenly aware of 
this resemblance as exemplified by the following incident:

I was sitting talking to one of the elders when the cashier and the 
chairman of the Ashena executive committee passed by. They were on 
their way to Dangla with money for fertilizer collected from the 
members. The old man then teased them asking how it came about that 
they were doing the same job as the chicka shum  had previously 
performed, but without remuneration to themselves. To this the men 
only mumbled a little, smiled at us and continued on their way. I asked 
the old man what he meant by his comment and he said that most duties 
which the chicka shum  had performed were now carried out by the PA. 
The only difference was that the new power holders did not get a salary 
for their work.7

Although there was no obvious bonus in being a member of the executive 
committee, there were ways in which a smart man could use this position to his 
own advantage. Certain favours within the realm of the executive committee

7 In later studies in other parts of Ethiopia I have heard similar comments, see Poluha 
1989.



could be distributed or withheld depending on the behaviour of the recipient. 
Through such transactions different relations could be established to the 
mutual benefit of the participants even though their positions were hierarchi
cal. In this way the old patron-client relationship also resurged in the new 
institution of the Peasant Association, which was thought to be a completely 
new invention representing new forms of interpersonal relations.

The absence of a fundamental break with many old traditions and values 
may have facilitated the implementation of the land reform in Ashena. Many 
of the new phenomena were in actual fact not so different from the old, and the 
new institutions could be adapted to the old ones. In the next chapter we shall 
take a closer look at the more radical break with the old patterns of production 
which occurred when the Producers Cooperative was introduced.



The Producers Cooperative in Ashena

Introduction

The establishment of the Producers Cooperative in Ashena can be seen as a 
very special case of a local society being affected by a central plan. W hat was 
particular about this Producers Cooperative was that it was the creation of a 
national governmental plan which people could choose to accept or reject. The 
land reform, the Peasant Association and other changes introduced in 
revolutionary Ethiopia did not have the same voluntary quality. They were not 
something people could stay out of if they so wished. Although the 
voluntariness of the PC has its limitations, it adds a new dimension to our study 
of planned change in Ashena. I t forces us to bring into relief those elements in 
the plan which made it desirable and those which made it disliked by different 
categories of people in Ashena.

Plans are designed ideals and as such they differ from reality. The reality in 
Ashena was such that only a few households decided to join the Producers 
Cooperative in spite of the fact that they all were part of the so-called target 
population of poor peasants fo r  whom the p lan had been designed. By putting 
the option of joining the PC into focus an attempt will be made to throw light on 
the reasoning behind people’s choices, i.e. what their motives and preferences 
were and how they viewed possible gains and losses. W e can thereby try to sort 
out the logic of the circumstances that people were in, using the approach 
which Jarvie calls ” situational logic” .

Implicit in any kind of option is that some kind of change will follow. Change 
often has the ambiguous quality of being positive and negative at the same 
time. M arris (1974), in his comparison of different ethnographic settings and 
types of change, argues that all change is a loss of some kind. An acceptance of 
that which is new will simultaneously bring about a renunciation of parts or the 
whole of that which is already in existence. Nevertheless, what is already 
present and known might be much cherished by both the individual and group



facing the change. W hat people in such a situation perceive as gains and 
losses1, whether economic, cultural or emotional, depends to a high degree on 
their place in the opportunity structure. It is also contingent on how they, from 
their specific positions and in their particular cultural categories, view the 
implications of both that which is new and may come into being as well as that 
which already exists.

In the present chapter the establishment of the Producers Cooperative will 
be depicted, together with a description of its formal as well as actual 
organization with regard to membership, work and economy. In the final 
section discussing the question ” to join or not to jo in” , I suggest a preliminary 
solution to the problem of explaining why a majority of the peasants did not 
join the cooperative. This explanation is only partial, however. In the following 
chapter the issue will also be approached from other perspectives when I 
discuss the implications of cooperative production for daily life in Ashena. A 
comparison will then be made between on the one hand the cooperative ideas 
and local experiences of them and, on the other, existing norms and values in 
Ashena. Such a comparison gives a further dimension to the PC as an option 
and adds to our understanding of why even very poor people preferred not to 
become members, or at least ”not yet” .

Process o f Form ation o f the Producers Cooperative

Although the Directives and Guidelines on Producers Cooperatives were 
issued only in 1979, the first experiences with cooperative work had already 
been initiated in Ashena in 1976. In line with the land reform law in which 
peasants are encouraged to try to cooperate in farming activities, local officials 
in D angla called representatives from all the PA s in the woreda to an 
information meeting. One of the members of the then executive committee in 
Ashena related the events as follows:

1 For a discussion of gains and losses with respect to change see e.g. Dore 1971, Marris 1974, 
W allman 1977, Dahl & Hjort 1984 and Rabo 1986. All emphasize people’s perceptions of 
their situation. W ith respect to cooperatives Dore (ibid:47) says ”The balance of real 
advantage which the situation offers, the balance of sacrifice and reward for the individual 
cooperator is very clearly one of the factors affecting the willingness of the individual to 
cooperate and hence the chances of the cooperative organization’s success. Even this vastly 
oversimplifies.... It is...people’s perception of the balance, which affects their decisions, and 
these perceptions are determined by the conception of welfare (they hold individually or in 
common with others in their society).”



We didn’t know why we had been called to D angla.2 We feared that we 
were to be sent to the battle field, still we went. W hen we got to Dangla, 
we saw that no other PA had sent any representatives. Then we were 
told by the officials that we could start one of two things: either a service 
cooperative or a joint farming operation. They asked us what we wanted. 
W e told them that we couldn’t choose since it had not been discussed by 
the people. So we were sent home to discuss the matter and come back 
with an answer. The people chose to farm together which we told the 
officials. Then we started farming together.

A piece of common land was set aside for communal farming at the same time 
as the overall land distribution was carried out in August 1976. The officials 
who assisted the peasants in implementing the land reform explained that the 
purpose of a common plot was to give the peasants a chance to experience all 
the advantages of cooperation and that the income could be used for 
investments benefitting the whole society, like a road, a school or a clinic.

For two years, 1976-77, the experiment continued. In the eyes of the 
peasants the experience was neither exclusively positive nor negative. 
Although everybody was supposed to spend an equal amount of time on the 
common plot, they did not. A  few peasants worked there very industriously but 
the majority were more prone to spend the time on their individual farms. 
Nevertheless the area chosen was very fertile and the harvests were good. The 
income was later used to pay Ashena’s contributions to the establishment of a 
service cooperative. In the second year people’s interest in the communal plot 
declined so much that very little was planted. W hen asked why this was so, 
they had several explanations for their loss of interest. One reason frequently 
given was that they did not think the income had been used in a good way. The 
service cooperative was not really working well, so why invest in it in the first 
place? Many also complained that they themselves worked while others spent 
their time on their own plots. Naturally it was not possible for a majority to 
work both exclusively on the common fields and on their own plots but the

2 This statement must be taken with the utmost caution because there were several instances 
when I was present at meetings at which officials explained why certain activities must be 
carried out. W hen this was later retold to me by the peasants they often said that the officials 
never gave any explanations. Confronting them with the fact that I had been present and heard 
how the officials had given an explanation, they laughed a bit and said ”yes you are right, but 
we know that that is just what they say, actually they want to take our land from away us". The 
stated ignorance therefore seems to be more a sign of distrust o f what the officials want with the 
peasants than a lack of verbal information.



statement indicates a widespread feeling of disenchantment. People seemed, in 
general, to find it more worth their while to cultivate their own private plots. 
W hen many of them came together to work their experience was that both time 
and effort were wasted on talk and organization just to get the work done.

In 1978 a local administrator from Dangla called the people in Ashena to a 
meeting and told them that their recent experience with cooperation in 
agriculture was only a beginning. There was much more to cooperation than 
what they had seen. He told the peasants to elect ten people whom they 
regarded as trustworthy and dependable. These individuals would be allowed 
to go and visit a Producers Cooperative some 100 kilometers away and see 
what cooperation could really be like. As it was later retold to me, eight men 
and two women were elected and went off on the visit with some of the officials. 
They were all impressed by what they saw, especially by the great variety of 
activities that the cooperative members were engaged in. A t the end of the visit 
the accompanying officials asked the representatives what they thought of the 
visit and if they did not find the PC form of organization so good that they 
themselves wanted to start one at home. To this the representatives from 
Ashena had answered yes and solemnly signed their names to a promise in the 
host’s Visitors’ Book, stating that they intended to start a PC in Ashena. From 
their stories I could tell that their feelings on the issue had been more mixed 
than these statements would lead us to understand. The Ashena representa
tives were evidently excited about the number of different activities a PC could 
undertake. They were also afraid of disappointing the officials. And so, in 
contrast to when they were first called to Dangla and asked to choose between 
cooperative farming and a service cooperative, this time they made a promise 
without first consulting the other PA members.

Back in Ashena the representatives called a meeting of the general assembly 
of the Peasant Association and informed them about all they had seen and also 
about the commitment they had made. They further added that all necessary 
government support for an Ashena PC had been promised them. The officials 
present concurred in this assurance. Everybody was then asked to join in the 
new venture. A t the meeting 135 members with a total of 70 pairs of oxen 
agreed to start working together. Later they asked for land from the PA 
chairman who refused to give them any. A small group then went to Dangla 
and told a local official that their request for land had been refused. The local 
official came back to Ashena with the peasants and informed the members of 
the PA that those who had decided to work together had the right to select any 
land within their PA. The selection of land was done with the officials present



and the presumptive cooperators chose the most fertile land in the whole parish 
as theirs. People living there who did not want to join the PC were given the 
strips of land which were abandoned by the PC members.

During the first year, in 1978, the communal property was small, only three 
hectares, and came to serve mainly as an experimental plot. The experience of 
this trial period was similar that previously. A  few members worked very hard 
while the majority spent almost all their time on their private plots.

The initial group of 135 households represented approximately 41% of the 
people in Ashena. From the time of the meeting when they agreed to join until 
April 1979 when the cooperative started in earnest, one after another of the 
members left until finally only 48 members remained, 5 out of whom were 
women3.

One may wonder what made so many of the initial members leave the 
cooperative before it had got under way. It seems impossible to single out any 
particular reason for this, or any specific event that made them do so. 
Nevertheless, it is characteristic of many of the explanations people gave for 
why they left that there was an initial misconception or lack of understanding of 
what membership of the Producers Cooperative really implied. The basis of 
the misunderstanding was only slowly unravelled to the people, a process 
which resulted in different individuals and groups of people leaving on different 
occasions. The reasons for leaving were given in later interviews. Some 
peasants said that they had not at first understood that through membership 
they would lose control over their oxen, but that when they realized this they 
decided to leave. Many wives said that they reacted against the collectivization 
of oxen and against the rumour that cows were also to become the property of 
the P C . The oxen and cows that they owned were the property of both husband 
and wife. Thus husbands could not unilaterally decide in the matter. To women 
the cattle were their main means of independence, the resource that made it 
possible for them to leave a husband they could not bear to stay with. Many 
therefore refused to accept a loss of control over their animals and made their 
husbands give up the venture. Other people said that they feared that PC 
membership would make it impossible to follow the religious rules they abided 
by, particularly those which forbade work on holy days, and so they found it 
safer not to join the PC. Another category thought that rewards within the PC

3 In actual fact there was one more woman working in the PC. She was married and her 
husband was still alive. Therefore he had been registered as a member although he was old, 
blind and unable to work. In 1980 this lady was registered in her own name.



ought to be paid according to household size and needs and not according to 
work input, which they had been informed was the PC principle.

Members of the Producers Cooperative also mentioned other reasons why 
people had decided to leave although they originally intended to become full 
members. They said that some of those who had left and others, who had never 
cared to join, tried to persuade close friends and relatives to stay away from the 
PC, or leave it if they had already joined it. These people not only offered such 
advice themselves but even asked the priests to recommend their parishioners 
to stay out. They also said that on one occasion a priest had asked members to 
vow on a holy cross from the church that they intended to leave the PC. There 
was also talk among the PC members that some rich individuals had even 
promised an ox to their relatives if they left the PC, although these wealthy 
people had never before shown any concern for their poor kinsmen. Some 
parishioners were said to have gone to wizards and asked them to put a spell on 
the leaders of the PC to make the latter mute and unable to "m islead” any more 
people.

The main reasons why so many attempts were made to stop kin, friends and 
co-parishioners from becoming members seem to belong to two types of 
experiences. The first is the lesson drawn from Ethiopian history. According to 
this peasants should always beware of the state. W hatever kind words lords or 
other people in power use, their main purpose is to get as much as possible out 
of the peasants with as little expenditure as need be. So now it was up to the 
peasants to watch out so as not to be caught in another trap that might have 
been set by the new government. The other reason, which made some of the 
priests and ordinary parishioners react, seems to belong to a more religious 
category. Different types of rumours were spread, such as ” the new 
government is promoting Islam ” , ” the PC will prevent people from being good 
Christians", etc. These and other rumours created a general sense of insecurity 
and nervousness about the future. Religion was an essential part of people's 
identity and if religion was threatened people also distrusted the change that 
brought about the threat.

In spite of these various rumours and incidents some people remained and 
started the Producers Cooperative in Ashena shortly after the 1979 Directives 
had been issued. Local officials gave these members the right to select and 
extend the area they wanted to cultivate. The members were thereby able to 
enlarge the initial tract of land they had been given in the most fertile part of the 
parish, and those who lived in the selected area were told either to join or to 
move to the poor land from which the PC members had come. M ost of them left



but a few insisted on staying where they were. According to what I was later 
told, some households had already planted the land and they stayed on in their 
old compounds in order to be able to harvest what they had sown. One man 
was said to have been very outspoken in his criticism of the PC and to have 
questioned the members’ right to take his and his neighbours’ land. This led to 
his imprisonment for a short time.

In January 1980, a couple of months after the Ashena PC had been set up, it 
obtained legal recognition through the awraja office of the Ministry of 
Agriculture. Such recognition required that the PC should be officially 
registered, and that it should have a minimum of 30 members and a proper 
accounting system. As a legally recognized entity the Ashena PC now had the 
right to borrow money for its various activities from the Agricultural and 
Industrial Development (AID) Bank.

O rganization and Work 

-  M em bersh ip

Membership in the Producers Cooperative is in principle open to any male or 
female inhabitant over the age of 18 and registered in the PA. In Ashena, as in 
most other PAs in the country, only heads of households are registered. 
Therefore a majority of the members are men. There were 48 members when 
the Producers Cooperative started in 1979. In August 1980, from which date 
data on membership were collected, three of the initial members had left. 
However, seven new members, sons of original members, had joined and the 
total membership was now 52. The age and sex distribution of the PC members 
was as shown in Table 8:1.



Table 8:1
Age and Sex D istribution o f  PC M em bers in 1981

Age M en W omen Total

18 - 30 26 1 27
31 - 45 14 2 16
46 - 65 6 3 9

Total 46 6 52

O f the youngest category of men, seven were still living with their parents. F ive 
of the women were divorced and had children in their care. The sixth had the 
responsibility both for young children and for her aged husband.

M any of the members were either related by blood or personally so close 
that they considered themselves kinsmen. All, apart from a handful, included 
within their kinship group one of the powerful founder members who was later 
appointed chairman by the MoA. N ot all those who were closely related to this 
man became members; in fact, a majority of them did not join. I t was rather a 
situation in which friendship and other qualities gave substance to the kin 
relationship (cf. W allman 1974:115 ). O f those who nominally belonged to the 
chairman’s close kindred4, it was primarily those who were very poor and who 
had close personal connections with him who joined.

For some women lack of kinship was claimed to have played a negative role. 
Some of the single women, who were not so closely related to the chairman, 
said that they were kept out of the PC. The fact that PA meetings are 
considered a male affair makes it highly unusual for women to attend them. As 
the announcements about setting up an organization for cooperation in 
agriculture were made at PA meetings, most women did not hear about it 
before the work actually started. W hen some of them later tried to join, the fact

4 F or a discussion of the usage of kindred as a non- perpetuating kin group see e.g. Davenport 
1959. Here the concept is used in a sense similar to Krantz (forthcoming), who, in the case of 
an ejido in Mexico, emphasizes the achieved quality of the relations in the kin group. The main 
features of close relations between individuals in this context are that they are dyadic and 
based on mutual interest rather than ascriptive criteria, in spite of the fact that the individuals 
also often happen to be related by blood. See also chapter 6.



that the undertaking was already under way was put forward as a reason for not 
accepting them. Some of those who failed when they tried to join blamed this 
on their lack of kinship ties with the chairman because, whereas they failed, 
another woman closely related to one of the members was accepted by the 
PC.

-  F orm al O rgan ization

The general assembly of the PC in Ashena has a regular meeting once every 
three months. The members do not find it necessary to meet formally more 
often since they already see each other daily, either in the fields or in each 
other’s homes. The first official meeting of the year is used to elect the 
management and supervisory committees. A t later meetings information 
pertinent to the PC and its work is conveyed by three categories of people: 
members of the management committee, employees of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, and civil servants from the local administration. During these 
meetings important issues, such as those dealing with the outline of the work 
programmes, new investments and the principles governing the distribution of 
work points, are discussed by the members.

The management committee of the Producers Cooperative meets regularly 
once a month. Its members work with the production cadre, who is employed 
by the M oA to help them. Their main task consists in translating the overall 
production plan into a schedule for monthly, weekly and daily activities to be 
performed by the two work teams. Those members of the management 
committee who simultaneously represent the Ashena PA also keep in contact 
with local officials and with executive committee members of other PAs. As 
PA officials, they frequently have to attend meetings and seminars at the 
woreda, awraja and regional levels. Their presence at these various meetings 
is often mandatory; it is a means whereby the government can keep the peasant 
leadership, and through them the whole peasantry, informed about its policies 
and activities. The peasant representatives actually often find the meetings 
interesting. Attendance can, however, cost them some of their income. 
Although PC members are given work marks when they are ordered to attend 
meetings, they are able to earn more if they stay at home and work in the fields. 
For those PA officials who are not PC members and who have no adult sons to 
replace them in the fields, absence from work may result not only in a smaller 
but even in an insufficient harvest.



The daily work of the members of the PC is supervised by two team leaders, 
who are elected at the same time as the management committee. The team 
leaders are daily informed by a member of the management committee what 
tasks to accomplish and they distribute these among the members of their 
respective teams and work side by side with them in the fields. Their most 
delicate job is to evaluate the daily work performance of the members in their 
team and give them the corresponding work marks. These are used later as a 
basis on which to calculate the members’ incomes and can therefore be 
sensitive matters to discuss openly in the team.

The quality and quantity of the agricultural work as a whole depend on the 
manner and behaviour of the team leaders. It was said that one of them in 
particular inspired his friends with enthusiasm for the work to be performed, 
while the other, who worked only half-heartedly, had a negative impact on the 
general work atmosphere and performance of his team.

The team leaders have been changed once since the inception of the PC. The 
management committee is the same as the one which was initially elected, with 
one exception. The first PC chairman was elected chairman of the whole PA, 
and the PC was then left without a leader. Before a new election could be 
carried out a regional cooperative seminar for peasants was announced. The 
local MoA officials were asked to put forward names of politically progressive 
people to attend. The officials found that there was no time to hold an election 
in Ashena. They therefore appointed  someone whom they considered capable 
of understanding the message of the seminar and transmitting it to the other 
members. This was the man mentioned earlier, who was able to persuade some 
of his poor relatives to join the PC. He was also one of the ten who went on the 
first visit to the neighbouring cooperative and with his nine co-parishioners 
promised to set up a PC in Ashena. From the day he was selected for the 
seminar this man acted as chairman of the Ashena PC.

-  W ork

Agricultural production in the Ashena Producers Cooperative is regulated by 
a land use plan covering the whole area belonging to the cooperative. The plan 
is depicted on a map designating the physical features of the area, the proposed 
village site, and the area allotted to cultivation of the different crops.

The selection of crops as well as the acreage of each crop to be planted 
depends on the quality and quantity of the soil as well as on crop prices and,



ideally, on local subsistence practices and preferences. In working out the plan 
all categories of MoA employees were involved, from specialists at the 
national level to the production cadre in the woreda. The PC members, 
however, took very little part in the design of the land use plan. Neither did they 
have much influence over the general production plan, which specified the 
number of hectares to be set aside for each crop as well as the expected yield. 
This plan, containing the type of crops selected and the respective size of the 
area to be planted with them, was later used by the M oA employees as a basis 
for their calculations of the requirements for seed and fertilizer, which were 
made in accordance with the experiences gained on regional M oA experimen
tal plots. The area to be planted and the yields expected, as well as the area 
actually planted and the yields obtained, are indicated in some of the land-use 
plans (see Appendix C). In certain instances the land-use plans reveal 
remarkable differences between plan and reality.

The fact that the peasants had little influence over the planning process 
made their knowledge of the plan very superficial. They did not know in 
advance what was to be done, nor did they know when, where or why specific 
inputs should be made. This situation affected their own activities but also had 
repercussions on their relations with other agencies whose operations were 
related to their work. In the following case in which the Ashena P C ’s contacts 
with the Agricultural and Industrial Development Bank are described, the 
members’ lack of knowledge about the production plan is well illustrated. It 
was mentioned earlier that a PC needs to have legal recognition in order to 
borrow money from the A ID  bank. This is not enough, however; the members 
must also show that they have sufficient assets and are capable of working 
according to plan in order to obtain a loan. To check these points bank officials 
visit the PC and evaluate its assets, the production plan and the work done. 
Bank staff also make a plan of their own in which they specify the requirements 
needed to obtain a loan. On the occasion in question the Ashena PC plan had 
been amended several times by MoA employees and the peasants felt that too 
little information about the changes had been communicated to them. They 
were particularly dissatisfied with the MoA officials in Addis. N ot only did the 
plan arrive too late from the capital, but when it finally arrived they strongly 
disagreed with the crop recommendations made.

On a previous visit to Ashena the A ID  bank representative had 
promised the PC a loan for fertilizer. Before paying the whole sum, 
however, the bank employee needed to check the P C ’s land-use plan in



which the amount of fertilizer to be used would be indicated. For some 
reason the plan had been so much delayed on its way from Addis that 
when it arrived the members in Ashena had already ploughed and sown 
most of their land. According to the bank’s own plan 10.000 Birr was 
the amount needed by the PC. Promising 10.000Birr as a loan, they had 
forwarded 5.000 as a first instalment. This money was withdrawn from 
the bank by a local MoA official since the M oA office was supposed to 
act as middleman to help the PC with their complicated finances. The 
management committee of the PC had not been informed that the money 
had arrived or that it had been withdrawn.

W hen the bank representative came to visit the PC to discuss the 
remainder of the money and fertilizer needed, members of the 
management committee told him that they did not want to borrow as 
much as 5.000 Birr. Most of their land had already been cultivated with 
much less fertilizer than was specified in the plan. Consequently they 
only wanted to borrow a smaller sum. The bank official then told them 
that since the 5 .000B irr had already been withdrawn by the MoA office 
it was no longer possible to change the sum. Furthermore, they must pay 
interest on the money withdrawn.

The indignant PC members said that they refused to pay interest on 
money they had not asked for and had not even used. The MoA 
representative present stated that, as a government organization, the 
office of the ministry could not pay interest on money borrowed by a 
private organization. The A ID  bank official then emphasized that 
according to the bank’s rules the interest on money lent had to be 
collected. Nobody accepted responsibility for the money. The peasants 
were later made to pay.

Although this was a situation in which everybody tried to fulfil their proper 
roles while at the same time doing their best for the PC, things did not work out 
in the way they were intended. The MoA advisers followed official 
recommendations when designing the plan and based it on experimental or 
so-called scientific tests of farm practices, but the farmers had other grounds 
for their evaluation. They calculated the price of fertilizer in relation to 
expected yields, the manpower available and the soil quality of different fields. 
In this way they reached their own conclusion about the amount of fertilizer 
needed, a conclusion in which they had weighed their own benefits more 
comprehensively, taking not only production increases but also gains in labour 
and time input into consideration.

A couple of weeks after this incident the PC was again visited by an official 
from the A ID  bank. He wanted to discuss the date on which a loan should be



transferred from the bank into the P C ’s account. The loan was to be used for 
the building of a new store and a bigger office, and the purchase of a mill. Since 
the bank had agreed to the loan they wanted to transfer the money as soon as 
possible and the bank employee had come to the PC to expedite the matter. 
The PC members, however, had the issue of the fertilizer very fresh in their 
minds and did not want the money until they were ready to use it. They were 
not prepared to pay interest unnecessarily.

During the discussion the employee of the bank tried to push the 
management committee members into giving a date for the transfer. In 
different ways the members indicated that they did not want the money 
”yet” . The bank employee stressed that the bank had to work with 
concrete facts and thus needed a date. One PC member explained that 
they wanted the money only when they were actually ready to erect the 
buildings. The irritated bank employee told the peasants to start cutting 
the trees at once so that the houses could be built. After a lot of talk 
another PC member said that the trees were not really the problem. 
They could be cut in one day. While the bank employee got more and 
more annoyed, it slowly emerged that the actual problem was that the 
architect from Addis Abeba had not yet finished his plan for the area. He 
had conducted a survey which was to be the basis for the village plan, 
defining the sites for all buildings. Unless the PC members had the plan 
they did not dare to erect buildings because these might have to be 
dismantled if they were set up in the wrong place. The bank employee 
had to leave with the information that as soon as the PC got its village 
plan they intended to ask for the transfer of the loan.

W hat is important to note about this case is the insecurity under which the 
peasants had to act. They were financially responsible for the loans that they 
were given but they had no control over the plans upon which the decisions 
were based. They were sometimes not even aware of what decisions had been 
taken until long after the official authorities had started to act upon them on 
their behalf.

The members of the Producers Cooperative worked according to a formal 
work plan practising the same techniques that they had learned as young men 
and women. They had no experience of new production techniques. Only on 
two occasions had they been allowed to try tractor ploughing at little cost to 
themselves. The experience was not successful since the land was ploughed 
too deeply and could not be sown. This did not discourage the members who 
were convinced that it was only a mistake in the ploughing technique applied



and that it could easily be remedied. They therefore hoped to get a tractor in the 
future, preferably as a gift, so that they could devote less time and energy to 
ploughing and more to other agricultural tasks.

Each evening the members of the two teams were told by their team leader 
where they were to meet and work the following day. Usually each team 
worked separately from the other, carrying out their daily workload in a 
different field or site. Only when the weather was expected to change and a 
field needed to be ploughed or harvested urgently, did the two teams come 
together to perform the task as quickly as possible. The main tasks in the 
cooperative were ploughing, soil preparation, sowing, weeding, harvesting and 
threshing. While the men plowed, row by row, side by side, the women and 
some of the men without oxen walked behind beating the big clay clods to 
pieces. Harvesting and weeding were done in a similar way, all the members of 
the team working side by side. The work hours for men and women employed 
in the cooperative were approximately the same, with the exception that the 
men tended to work somewhat longer hours during the ploughing season when 
they had to harness and unharness the oxen. Except on Saturdays, Sundays 
and special holidays the members worked for approximately ten hours a 
day.

E conom y

-  A sse ts  and B u d get o f  the Producers C ooperative

The main resources which belonged to the Ashena PC  as a legal entity were 
land and oxen. The cooperative also owned some buildings and tools like 
ploughs and sickles but these were not considered as valuable as the land and 
the oxen. The latter two together with the labour of the members constituted 
the basis upon which the P C ’s economy was built.

The land area allotted to the PC in 1980 was 353 hectares divided into 
pasture land, a forest, a village site and a school compound. 138 hectares of the 
total amount was exclusively for crop cultivation for 5 2 households in all. Thus 
while individual households only had access to an average of 1.89 hectares of 
land, PC households had an average of 2.65 hectares although their land was 
farmed collectively. Consequently, there was no shortage of land as compared 
with the number of PC members. Instead, the PC had to cope with a shortage



of labour, a phenomenon which was very unusual for the area. This shortage of 
labour, resulting from an excess of land in relation to the number of member 
households, was further exacerbated by the fact that only members were 
supposed to work and not their wives and children.

The scarcity of traction power was the problem most immediately felt by the 
PC members when they started the cooperative. For the 42 male members 
only 43 oxen or 21 pairs were available. Thus, only half the male members 
could plough at the same time. A local official, who had encouraged and 
supported the Ashena PC from the time when the idea was first mooted, gave 
the members a loan of 1.000Birr out of his own pocket. This was used to buy 4 
more oxen, and was repaid within one and a half years. As soon as the Ashena 
PC obtained legal recognition, the members availed themselves of their first 
official loan to buy 17 more oxen. Two of these soon died but 15 remained at 
the time of my fieldwork. Together with 2 oxen contributed by new members, 
this made a total of 64 oxen for the PC. The members still found the number 
insufficient but they were able to rotate people on other jobs and so could make 
relatively good use of the labour power in spite of the shortage of oxen. Thus, 
although the Ashena PC had started with less oxen than the average farmer, 
they had, thanks to government support with loans, been able to improve the 
situation.

The PC members continued to control some assets as individual 
households. According to the law, each household had the right to cultivate
2.000 square meters for themselves. The actual land area accessible to each 
household differed, however. Peasants who moved into the PC area did not 
find much private land to cultivate, while those who did not have to move when 
they joined the PC were able to continue cultivating their previous gardens. 
The situation was changing in the spring of 1981 when a PC village was being 
established for all the members. Within the village every member was to obtain
1.000 "private” square meters for whatever activities the household chose. 
This area corresponded to the second stage ( W elba) in the government plan 
into which some officials already wanted to place the Ashena PC. The 
cooperative as a whole, however, had not been definitely categorized as 
belonging to the Welba stage by the end of my fieldwork. Some members 
looked forward to the Welba stage, while others wanted to postpone its 
implementation. This division of opinion was in essence a division between 
those who had animals and those who did not. Private ownership of animals is 
possible only in a cooperative’s formative (M alba) stage. The people in 
Ashena had been told by the cadre that the second or Welba stage entailed



cows no longer being allowed to be privately owned .Ju st like oxen, they would 
have to be handed over to the cooperative in return for reasonable 
compensation. Some PC members owned both cows and goats while others 
had nothing. This had caused some discontent among them, for although the 
grazing area was held in common only those with cows and goats of their own 
could make use of it. The poorer PC members therefore looked forward to a 
collectivization of the cows while those who owned them preferred not to hand 
them over. To the owners they represented a future security not only for 
themselves but also for their children. Those who had cows and goats therefore 
tried to devise means by which they could keep them, in case a decision of 
socialization was suddenly imposed upon them. According to the government 
guidelines, private holdings at the M alba  stage are made up of all animals 
except oxen, household tools and a subsistence garden for vegetables and 
animals. Common ownership at the M alba  stage refers mainly to those assets 
which are needed for crop production. The Producers Cooperative in Ashena 
therefore based its income as a production unit on land and oxen which the 
members held in common. In 1979-80 the total income calculated on the 
prices established by the Agricultural Marketing Corporation (excluding 
potatoes) was 24.202 Birr. According to official as well as local standards, this 
was a low figure and a low yield from the area planted. In general, the first two 
years of production, which were the only ones observed in this study, showed 
very low productivity. For many crops only half the expected yield per hectare 
was obtained.5 This was not enough to allow for any infrastructural 
re-investments. For such inputs money was raised through loans instead. In
1979-80 the PC was granted a loan of 47.456 B irr at an interest rate of 9.5%. 
The money was to be used for a new store, a bigger office and a mill which, 
while making life easier for the women, would also give the PC an additional 
income.

According to the government regulations for Producers Cooperatives, the 
distribution of each cooperative’s income must follow certain principles. The 
guidelines suggest that approximately 70%  of the net income should be 
distributed as salaries to the members. O f the remainder, 60%  should be used 
for production inputs and instruments of production, 25% should constitute a 
reserve, 13% must be invested in social services like schools and health

5 The production results, upon which the calculations are based and the comparisons have 
been made, are found in Appendix C.



facilities, and the final 2%  should be used as bonusek to stimulate 
production.

Table 8:2 shows the Ashena PC expenses out of an income of 24.202 Birr. 
These followed very closely the general principles laid down for their 
distribution.

Table 8:2
E xpenses o f  the A shena PC converted into B irr

Item Birr % of Total

Salaries 16.194 67
Seeds 3.440 14
Market 4.568 19

Total 24.202 100

All salaries to the members were paid in grain. The sum indicated in the table is 
based on the AM C price for the crop. Similarly the seeds were selected from 
the PC ’s own yields, and what is indicated in the table is their value on the 
government market. The value of what was sold in the market amounted to 
4.568 Birr. This sum was used to pay interest,on loans, to buy new khaki 
clothes to be given as rewards to certain outstanding workers, and finally a 
small sum was put away as a reserve.

The members felt that the government prices for crops were very low. 
Knowing that prices in Addis were higher they hired a lorry on one occasion to 
take their first crops for sale there. This initial sale gave them a large profit and 
they planned to continue selling their crops in the capital. This would have 
enabled them to invest in supplementary activities such as growing fruit and 
vegetables and starting a children’s nursery. Some M oA officials heard of their 
trip to Addis, however, and a representative came to Ashena to reprimand the 
management committee. He told them that, as a legal body and the politically 
most progressive one at that, they must act as a vanguard and example to the 
other peasants. It was not only the cooperative’s duty to sell their crops to the 
government corporation but it was even illegal for them to trade on their own: 
they must never do it again! In many of the ensuing crop sales a MoA official



acted as a middleman for the Ashena PC , in order, it was said, to introduce 
them to the government employees who could expedite their sales.

-  M em b ers’ E co n o m y

Members of the PC were paid salaries in accordance with the work they had 
performed for the cooperative. During the first year the remuneration was 
related to three criteria: the time spent on the work, the effort put into it and the 
type of task that had been performed. In the following year time spent in the 
fields became the main criterion. The team leaders could also add or deduct 
two hours daily, for work done well or badly. Into this measure of effort the 
type of work performed was also weighed. All calculations were made by MoA 
employees.

In 1979-80 the members’ average income in Ashena was 425 Birr, 
according to MoA figures. M embers’ incomes varied a great deal but in grain 
this meant that a male member on average earned between 950 and 1150 kg 
and a female member somewhat more than 600 kg. The figure decreased in
1980-81 to 311 Birr or between 650 and 900 kg for men and a little less than 
600 kg for women. The smaller income of the women can to some degree be 
explained by the fact that men whose wives assisted with the harvest got the 
wives’ work marks added to their own. Normally, men were given higher work 
marks than women, however, even when performing the same tasks. The 
overall decrease was said to be due to the loan from the A ID  bank on which 
interest had to be paid from the beginning.

The salaries of PC members were not paid all on one occasion. Instead, 
every member got an equal amount as part payment whenever a crop was 
harvested. Only at the end of the year was the distribution finalized in 
accordance with the work marks accumulated. The steady allocation of crops 
made it possible for households to survive during the year. They consumed 
most of what they obtained as salary, except for the wheat which was sold to 
cover other expenses. The wheat produced by the PC was of very good quality 
and gave them a high price when sold in small quantities in the market.

It was difficult to survive on the income from the PC, however. Many 
members had to devise other means to improve their economy. Those who had 
private plots cultivated maize and potatoes on them. Those with cows drank 
the milk, ate it as yoghurt or sold the butter in the market. A few had goats that 
they could sell or hens and chicken which they consumed at home.



The fact that wives of PC members did not usually take such an active part in 
crop production as the wives of individual farmers made it possible for them to 
spend more time on other activities. Some of those who did not have young 
children at home devoted themselves to bartering. They searched for the best 
market for products they wanted to sell or buy; they then bought small items at 
a cheap price in one market and travelled to another where they sold it for a 
slightly higher price.

To Join or N ot To Join

In Ashena approximately 15% of the population joined the Producers 
Cooperative when it started in 1979. Up to June 1981 the only additional 
individual members were sons of previous members. N o new households in the 
PA applied for membership.6 Three individuals left the PC; according to other 
PC members, they were given oxen by relatives to enable them to cultivate 
land individually again. In view of these figures it seems reasonable to say that 
the PC in its early years had a very limited attraction for the peasant 
households in Ashena.

W hen asked why they had joined the PC, the explanations of the members 
differed from individual to individual. In general, most of their statements 
reinforced the impression that the PC members felt themselves to be poorer 
than the others. M any of those who had joined said that the reason why they 
became members was that they had neither oxen nor good land. An important 
additional factor was that, unlike many of those who joined initially but left 
before the PC was legally established, those who stayed on had no relatives 
offering them oxen or saying that they were prepared to lend them a pair. Thus, 
whereas a considerable number decided to leave the PC before it was officially 
established and asked the others to withdraw at the same time, many poor 
individuals with no chance of obtaining oxen felt that they could not leave the 
Producers Cooperative. Their poverty gave them no alternative but to become 
full members.

These statements, that they were very poor, are supported by the statistical 
information, according to which there is a negative correlation between

6 It was possible to join after paying a small sum corresponding to the capital investments and 
savings made by each individual member.



ownership of oxen and membership in the PC. The average ”joiners” are poor 
even in comparison with the average non-members. This is primarily reflected 
in the limited oxen holdings. According to the survey figures only 29%  of the 
PC members had a viable set of two oxen or more when they started. For 
individual households outside the PC, the figure is 48%. Although this is a 
clear indication of the general poverty in Ashena as a whole, it still shows the 
somewhat better situation of non-members. If female-headed households are 
excluded from the comparison, the difference between PC members and 
individual households is still apparent; only 34% of the male-headed PC 
households had one pair of oxen as against 55%  of the individual male-headed 
ones. A general comparison of the distribution of oxen between members and 
non-members of the PC is given in Table 8:3.

Table 8:3
Distribution o f  Oxen by PC members 

and by Individual H ouseholds in % o f  respective category

0
% with no oxen 
1 2 3 4

Total %

PC Households n= 45 36 36 27 2 - 101
Indiv. HHs n=282 31 22 37 5 6 101
Male PC HHs n= 39 26 41 31 3 - 101
Indiv. Male HHs n=225 23 22 42 6 7 100
Fern. PC HHs n= 6 100 - - - - 100
Indiv. Fern. HHs n= 57 63 19 16 - 2 100

Another statistic of much less importance than oxen, but still indicative of the 
greater poverty of PC members in relation to others in the PA, concerns 
ownership of radios. Radios are rare in the Ethiopian countryside but all the 23 
radios in Ashena were owned by non-members. Thus while 0%  of the PC 
population had radios the figure for the non-PC population was 8%. In general, 
however, members of the PC and individuals who were not members did not 
differ statistically with regard to such criteria as literacy, area of origin or size 
of household.

People also expressed other motives than poverty for joining. Female



members in particular voiced their emotional satisfaction with the PC. They 
valued the friendship among the members and the liberty the PC gave them as 
women. None of them wanted to remarry at the time. Under such conditions, 
the PC offered them a better means of survival than they could otherwise have 
found. Nevertheless, the statistical figures underline the fact that the PC is 
essentially a men’s organization. A majority of the members were men and the 
organization dealt mainly with male agricultural tasks. The workload of 
women was not reduced or facilitated by the introduction of the cooperative. 
No male member lived alone without a wife. The male members whose wives 
had divorced them quickly remarried. O f the six female members, five were 
already used to surviving alone with their children. The PC therefore neither 
added to nor reduced their responsibilities.7

M any members also mentioned that they were encouraged to join by their 
older relative, the man who later became chairman of the PC. He told them 
that this was their chance to try something new, a chance they should take in 
view of their poverty.

W hen people were asked directly why they did not join the PC many said 
that they preferred to wait and see what was going to happen before they took 
this serious step. They found it difficult to understand what membership really 
implied as they could not try it on a temporary basis. If they had cattle they 
risked losing both oxen and and cows if theyjoined. To ”wait and see" implied, 
on the other hand, only that the decision was postponed. The "wait-and-see" 
strategy consisted in closely observing the PC members to see whether they 
were able to cooperate and if they were hard-working. The economy was also 
followed at close range. Non-members wanted to know what investments the 
PC members made in buildings and other assets. M ost important of all was for 
them to find out how much the members gained as individuals and whether it 
was enough for their households to subsist on or not.

The expenses that a PC household had to cover were in general the same as 
for individual farmers. Cash was needed for articles of food, clothes, 
medicines, taxes and the same contributions as the other peasants paid. 
Agricultural tools as well as other items necessary for production were 
collectively provided by the PC. In spite of all the loans and other attempts at 
improving the living standards of the members, a PC household’s budget 
remained comparatively meagre. The PL  member with the highest income in

7 F or a more extensive discussion on the effects of the Producers Cooperative on the life of 
women see Poluha 1988.



the cooperative got a crop salary equivalent to 318 Birr. In addition to this, he 
produced crops to the value of 122 B irr  on his private land. This made a total of 
440 Birr from crop production (see appendix B). This sum can be compared 
with that of Yenealem (see chapter 5) who got an income from crops alone 
which almost equalled 700 Birr. This comparison would, of course, have been 
more favourable to the PC if the individual household had owned only one ox. 
Nevertheless, as the yield per hectare on PC land was comparatively low in the 
first years, most individual farmers said that they were not attracted 
economically to the PC.

All the favours and gifts bestowed on the PC members by the government 
were also watched and commented upon. The Producers Cooperative 
obtained material help from the government in many different spheres. The 
price they paid for fertilizer was 10 Birr per quintal lower than that paid by 
individual farmers. Members only paid half the land tax, i.e. 5 Birr  instead of 
10. They had also been given the opportunity to select the best land in the 
whole PA for their activities. They had access to more land per household than 
individual farmers. W hen the PC sold its crops to the AM C the price fetched 
was 5 B irr per quintal more than that of individual farmers. Furthermore, in 
connection with the establishment of the PC village, all the members were 
given roofs of corrugated iron sheeting free of charge. In order to build the 
residential houses and help the PC members to harvest their crops, local 
officials asked for labour assistance from peasants in the same and surrounding 
PAs as well as from artisans and school children from the town. The 
neighbouring PAs and the Urban Dwellers Associations were also asked for 
cash contributions to the PC members’ private houses. None of this assistance 
would have been provided had the local government employees not made 
official requests for it. The official treatment of PC members as progressives 
and as a national vanguard attracted much interest from the other peasants, 
particularly when it was seen that one of the implications was that PC 
members were not taken out to serve in the militia. One member who wanted to 
join the army was not even allowed to do so since, it was explained to him, he 
was already serving his country in his capacity as PC member.

In general, it seemed, however, as if joining the cooperative was too big a 
step for a majority of the peasants to take at that time. The advantages of 
membership were apparently no larger than the eventual losses, because those 
who initially had decided to ”wait and see” continued to do just that. The 
implications of the establishment of the PC were, however, much greater both 
for social life and work activities than has been discussed in this chapter. The



fact that many of those who did not join were as poor as, and sometimes even 
poorer than, the PC members emphasizes the importance of non-economic 
factors. These ”other” factors will be discussed in the next chapter.



The Plan For a Producers Cooperative -  
Local Reality and Goal Fulfilment

Introduction

In the present chapter I will discuss two categories of factors that strongly 
affected PC membership recruitment. One is the role that the local phenomena 
played in people’s perception of the PC. Already at an early stage in my 
fieldwork, I realized the general importance of local cultural factors to people 
in Ashena. I did not know, however, how these factors would influence people 
situationally and how they would affect their appreciation of the PC. The other 
category deals with people’s impressions of PC work in relation both to the 
ideas and theories through which the cooperatives were presented and to their 
concrete experiences of the PC in Ashena.

The Ashena experience also necessitates another look at the rationale of the 
plan. My interest was directed towards this topic when I realized, during my 
first weeks in the field, that all those who were poor, and for whom the PC plan 
had been designed, were not as eager to join the PC as I had expected them to 
be. Could there be some fundamental weakness with the rationale of the plan 
itself?

The discussion in this chapter emanates from the perspectives stated in 
chapter 1 where I asked the three questions: ”W hy did some people join the 
cooperative and why did the others, the majority, decide not to join?” , ”How 
did local norms, values and ways of acting affect the actual functioning of the 
Producers Cooperative once it was established?” and finally ”W hat were the 
effects of the implementation in relation to the objectives set out and were these 
effects the intended or unintended consequences of the induced change?”



Looking at Ashena with the help of these questions not only enables me to 
discuss the importance that the local factors and the PC theory and praxis had 
for the recruitment of members but also allows me to treat the issues in the 
context of the PC plan as a whole. The emphasis in this chapter will therefore 
be both on the interaction between the local factors and the plan and on a 
comparison of the assumptions underlying the plan with the actual conditions 
in Ashena. The discussion about plan and reality, and plan and goals, which is 
initiated here will be further elaborated upon in the final chapter.

Local Factors and the Im plem entation o f  the Plan

W hen discussing membership in the cooperative with people in Ashena, it was 
obvious to me that economic considerations alone did not determine their 
stance on the issue. There were also other factors of a social and cultural nature 
which pushed some into joining and others into waiting. These factors were 
more difficult to perceive since they were only mentioned indirectly. I want to 
suggest, however, that in the case of Ashena expressions of values and habitual 
ways of doing things played just as important a role -  if not more so -  as the 
economic gains and losses in people’s assessment of the Producers 
Cooperative. More specifically, the heterogeneity of the population in Ashena 
in terms of resources, the flexibility expressed in the belief, kinship and work 
relations, and the dominance of balanced rather than generalized reciprocity 
were characteristic social and cultural circumstances which had important 
implications both for people’s perceptions of the cooperative and for the way it 
developed as an institution. The patri-viri-local settlement pattern, the 
pervasiveness of patron-client relations and the particular role of Ashena 
women were other important factors.

Through the establishment of the Producers Cooperative relations among 
people in Ashena were affected in many different ways. One type of change 
which was concrete and visible was the new settlement pattern. Those who 
joined the PC not only shifted their place of work but in actual fact moved their 
whole house into the area designed for the PC. This affected their contacts with 
parents and husband's brothers, with whom each household traditionally had 
its closest contacts as they used to be neighbours.

Often, elderly parents did not join the cooperative. It also happened that 
while some brothers joined, others did not. In this way the daily common



activities of chatting, drinking coffee, lending and borrowing small items from 
each other were interrupted. These frequent unplanned exchanges no longer 
became natural when a distance of half an hour's walk, or more, had first to be 
covered to make them possible.

Some parents worried, not knowing whether their sons would be able to farm 
for them in the future when they themselves no longer had the strength to work. 
To them the move of a son represented an acute loss of security. Furthermore, 
they could no longer set eyes on their children and grandchildren daily as they 
were used to.

Similarly, relations with more distant relatives and friends were affected 
when the settlement pattern was altered. Kinsmen no longer met each other 
daily on the paths to and from work. In order to meet at all, the daily incidental 
meeting often had to be transformed into a more formal and less frequent visit. 
A few members no longer attended the meetings of their previous Mahaber as 
they were afraid of the ill-feeling that they thought existed against them. 
Instead they started a new association consisting only of PC members, 
foreseeing that this would be necessary anyway, once they were all settled in 
the PC village.

The most strained contacts were those between people who had joined the 
PC and those who previously had lived in the PC area but who had been 
obliged to move away. It was hard to find out exactly what had happened when 
the area of PC activities was designated, and under what circumstances those 
who lived there were told to join or to leave. Some people said that although 
they had ploughed and planted their land they were suddenly threatened with 
leaving or their houses would be mowed down by a bulldozer. Others said that 
this was not the case at all; those who lived within the PC area had been given 
ample time for the move. Stubbornly, however, these people just stayed on in 
their old homes, refusing to accept that they had to move, it was claimed. 
W hatever the situation was, it remained a fact that some people who for 
generations had lived within the PC area but who had opted not to become 
members were forced to move. The land they were given in replacement was of 
an inferior quality and their economic situation thereby deteriorated. The 
evicted households thus did not have any affection for the PC as an 
organization and resented the way they were forced away from their homes. 
These negative feelings became even stronger when they and other 
non-members were ordered to work on the PC farm, to help members of the PC 
build their new houses, or to pay cash contributions to the PC.

As already noted at the beginning of this book, hierarchical relations of a



patron-client kind were the hallmark of the previous regimes. From top to 
bottom, layer by layer these dual relations pervaded the social system. The 
revolution and the different laws enacted by the new leadership were 
introduced expressly to lay the basis for an egalitarian society. Yet the 
tradition of patron-client relations was persistent and reappeared in new roles 
and institutions, although in a different guise.

A t the intermediate level one of the outcomes of the revolution was that the 
recruitment and role of government representatives changed. The new 
incumbents of the posts were in general younger than the previous ones. They 
often had some kind of modern education and some experience from one of the 
technical ministries, such as agriculture or education. Their tasks also became 
more demanding as a result of the military government's increased involve
ment in the administration of even the smallest parish.

In spite of these changes elements of the traditional pattern for obtaining 
positions and promotion still seemed to prevail. Administrators were 
appointed and not elected. Although educational background and professional 
experience were considered at the time of the appointment, other criteria still 
played a major role. Political loyalty and "active support" of the policies 
pursued by the government were crucial for appointment and promotion. The 
"active support" could be shown in various ways, but was mostly displayed 
through a steadfast implementation of government decrees.

Traits of patron-client relations could be observed within the Producers 
Cooperative. Many of those who joined the PC and the person who later 
became its chairman were linked to each other through this kind of bond. The 
relationship was asymmetrical and the values exchanged between the parties 
were different in kind. The chairman needed a strong following to give himself 
authority in the eyes of the bureaucrats. His relatives were poor and became 
members in the expectation of a reciprocation in the form of economic and 
legal support from the government. Since it was well-known that the chairman 
had had good contacts with previous administrators, they trusted that he would 
be able to secure government assistance also in the future.

The individual bond between the chairman and many of the members also 
had implications for the PC as an organization. The members had come 
together as individuals, not because they had chosen to be with each other out 
of personal liking but because they trusted their senior relative. This made 
close cooperation at times difficult. As personalities they were different. 
Although the majority were average workers, some were considered outright 
lazy. A few were devoted to the idea of the PC, while to others it only



represented the best of a number of bad alternatives available. All these factors 
promoted friction in the group. This was accentuated by the tension between 
the younger men who were working in the fields and the older ones who were 
elected to political posts. The young people complained about all the PC 's 
debts and the interest which had to be paid. They thought that members with 
political posts were too often away at meetings while they still had to be paid by 
the PC. Their absence gave those who remained behind a double workload and 
they felt exploited.

W hat strengthened the relations between the members in this situation was 
their general feeling of insecurity when with the other members of the Peasant 
Association, a feeling which all of them seemed to share. The fact that the 
members had aroused suspicion, sometimes anger and even aggression from 
other households in the neighbourhood when they started the PC had made 
many of them feel vulnerable. The reactions of the neighbours, coupled with 
attempts at dissolving the PC by outsiders, therefore made them seek refuge 
with each other. In a way, they felt that they could not look for friendship 
outside their own community.

Relations between the local officials seated in Dangla, or in other towns in 
the region, and the peasantry also had a marked patron-client character. The 
formal way for PC members and individual peasants to communicate their 
opinions and ideas to various government employees was to go through their 
elected representatives. These were called to meetings at the woreda, awraja 
and regional levels where local views could be solicited and enquiries made 
about their problems. Most of the communication on these occasions was 
official and formal in character.

Informal meetings were initiated by officials but could sometimes be asked 
for by peasants in executive positions. Because of their positions in the 
administration, the officials were able to summon or visit the peasants they 
wanted to see, without causing embarrassment or encountering any diffi
culties. Some of the peasant leaders, because of their influence in the parish 
and particularly in the PC, could also seek out those government officials they 
wanted to consult and try to present the issue which was on their minds.

Day to day informal meetings and communication were mainly initiated 
through the government personnel working with the Ministry of Agriculture. 
At the woreda and awraja levels the Ministry had different specialists who 
visited the peasants regularly. The closest contact, however, was through the 
production cadres, a new category of employees. Having completed high



school, they were sent to Addis Abeba for some months training in agriculture 
and politics. W hen the course was finished they were attached to the woreda 
MoA office. The production cadre responsible for Ashena visited the PC 
several days a week. He assisted the management committee with their 
accounts, helped them organize the work, and settled disputes, particularly 
those which arose from different interpretations of PC rules. He also gave them 
the kind of political education which he himself had been given during his 
course. In general, no important PC decision was made unless the members 
had first heard his opinion on the matter.

All peasants were not treated alike by the local officials. The relationship 
between government officials and peasants was marked by the strong 
commitment of the officials to the PC. The reason for this attitude varied from 
a firm conviction of the advantages for the peasantry of communal production 
to a belief that the only way for a person to advance in his own career was to 
promote whatever policy the national government advocated.

The reason most officials, both administrators and technicians, presented 
for concentrating their efforts on Producers Cooperatives was that such 
support was part of the official policy. The argument was that any educational 
or material assistance given to PC members would have a greater impact than 
if it were given to individual peasants. Since the PC was considered the 
vanguard of the peasantry, the members were thought to be responsible people 
who could be trusted to make the best use of any support. As they lived in a 
village and not in scattered homesteads like individual farmers, they were easy 
to visit. Specialists could check if the people had understood what they had 
been taught and if the lessons had been put into practice.

The way in which the officials acted out or performed their support of the PC 
as an institution showed who had the main power in the relationship. Despite 
the fact that the officials also needed the support and cooperation of the 
peasants for their own role fulfilment, the latter were relatively powerless. 
They depended on the government in many ways. As members of the PC, they 
were poor and needed financial assistance both in the form of aid and loans to 
buy fertilizer and oxen, to build offices and to make other investments. They 
were in need of moral support and even arms to protect themselves from what 
they felt were possible attacks from non-members. A t the same time they were 
allowed very little influence on decisions concerning the production process.1

1 Ståhl (1988) discusses how some cooperatives he visited had succeeded in reversing the 
roles between themselves and the local officials. Taking recourse to the official ideology and 
forts, nästa sida



The centuries-old pattern of seeking patronage which had characterized the 
imperial society had thus taken on new forms rather than changed in 
substance. The revolution and land reform did not put an end to this kind of 
relationship. Old forms of super- and subordination, i.e. patron-client 
relations, were expressed in new phrases and new forms of address which were 
all in line with the predominant political ideology. It was, however, 
accompanied by the same demeanour as that previously exhibited in the 
patron-client relationship and was to be observed everywhere, both locally and 
nationally.

In the individual household the different tasks were traditionally strictly 
defined by gender and age (see chapters 4 and 5). The work input of each 
household member, particularly that of husband and wife, was necessary for 
the unit as a whole. It was the combined efforts of all members that made the 
household into a production group, a unit which in Ashena also coincided with 
the consumption and residential group. The PC as a new form of organization 
implied a complete change in the way crops and vegetables were produced, 
although it did not touch upon the processing, preparation and budgeting of 
these items nor the way they were consumed. In this respect, the PC can be 
interpreted as a reorganization of male activities which in no way directly 
affected female tasks. Indirectly, however, the interrelationships between the 
members of the household changed. Husbands went off to work in the 
mornings. Their work companions were no longer their wives and children but 
members of other households. The agricultural production unit therefore 
consisted of the group of PC members who worked together in the fields. The 
work of the wives was directed to the household and became in this respect 
more limited. Women produced use values, while the work of the husbands 
took on a more social quality as much of what they produced was for exchange 
purposes. Thus although one of the goals expressed in most of the national 
reforms was to increase the involvement of women in "socially productive" 
work, an unintended consequence of the PC was that the work of women 
became more "domestic” in its scope.

Even the character of the housewife's work changed, however, with the 
introduction of the PC. Wives could no longer suggest which crops should be

the discussion about which category of people was to be considered a vanguard and most 
progressive, the PCs could accuse local officials of being reactionary unless they supported the 
PCs in all their activities, even those which had an obviously negative effect for the other 
peasants.



cultivated nor estimate the household’s yearly income, since plans and 
decisions were no longer made at home and not even in Ashena but sometimes 
as far away as Addis Abeba. The change in organization therefore made 
women lose some of their previous influence over the production enterprise 
and their control over budgeting2.

In this context it is important to note that, although the Producers 
Cooperative had as its purpose to increase productivity in agriculture, the plan 
was limited in its design to those activities performed by the men, who 
ploughed and sowed and had the overall responsibility for the agricultural 
tasks. Women were not unoccupied while the men worked, however. They 
were busy in the fields, beating the mud clots into pieces, weeding and 
harvesting. They also cleaned, stored and processed the crops. A number of 
tiring, time-consuming and important tasks including fetching water and 
fuelwood were performed by the women. Their work was important even with 
respect to overall agricultural production in the country, because a great loss of 
crops was often incurred in connection with storage and processing. For some 
reason, however, the work of women was invisible to the planners and no 
attempts were made to make it lighter for them or to improve their 
efficiency.

Although husband and wife in a non-PC household were closely 
interdependent as a production unit, they were at the same time economically 
independent of each other, each having personal economic assets on which 
they could rely. With the PC the independence of women was threatened. The 
fact that one of the objectives of the PC was to collectivize cattle, first oxen and 
then cows, meant that wives stood to lose the means of their independence 
without gaining anything directly themselves. This was something that the 
women in Ashena were keenly aware of and many married women reacted 
when their husbands talked of joining. Some succeeded in dissuading their 
husbands from joining the PC. Some, whose husbands insisted on joining, 
divorced them, took their cattle and left. A third group, who stayed with their 
husbands after they joined, demanded that the men present them with a 
guarantor, whose responsibility it was to provide the wife with the number of 
cattle equal to what she had brought into the household, if she asked him for it.

2 The situation is Ashena was not unusual, however, since it seems to be the rule, rather than 
the exception, that women (and other categories of people who are already powerless) are 
negatively affected by development activities, see e.g. Boserup 1970, Rogers, 1980, Tobisson 
1986 and Talle 1982 and 1988.



Such a necessity would arise if the wife wanted to divorce her husband and he, 
as a result of his PC membership, was unable to return her cattle. Thus, when 
the women felt threatened with a loss of their independence, which the 
collectivization of cattle implied, they did not passively accept this 
dispossession but made their husbands take action against the induced change. 
The particular role that the Ashena women had in their society therefore 
became a factor which actively influenced some households not to join the 
PC.

Ashena was a society in which the individual’s freedom was enhanced in 
many different ways. Traditional agricultural production was performed by 
members of the household. Husband and wife had autonomy, control and 
responsibility both for the work and for the household economy. Even the 
Church, which required its parishioners to follow so many complex rules of 
behaviour, gave the individual leeway in his/her relations with God and other 
superhuman beings. Furthermore, the cognatic descent system, despite its 
strict rules, still allowed the individual a lot of freedom of manoeuvre. A man 
could seek patronage with anyone who he thought could promote his interests 
but was later free to break off the relationship when he no longer found it 
advantageous. Even within the household, relations between husband and wife 
were flexible because of the economic independence they had of each 
other.

In the PC, on the other hand, regulations had to be strictly followed. The 
hours when people were expected to work had to be respected. Not even the 
order of performing various tasks could be changed. The individual had no 
control over the priorities set, because plans and decisions were made outside 
his sphere of influence. He did not feel the same responsibility towards the 
cooperative as he had with regard to his own farm. It was difficult to grasp how 
the collective responsibility functioned. It seemed, however, as if the sharing of 
responsibility among so many people made it both more distant and less urgent 
for the individual to do anything.

One cannot state categorically that the implications of the PC for people’s 
work and social relations actually stopped them from joining the PC. 
Nevertheless, the comments made by both members and non-members about 
the rigid rules and the dependent status associated with membership indicate 
that people observed and reacted against the change, sufficiently to strengthen 
an attitude of wait and see, at least until some further economic or other gain 
could be obtained through membership.

As we have seen in chapter 6, the principles regulating interaction in Ashena



were not the same in all spheres of life. One can distinguish analytically 
between spheres of economic resource control, of work organization, of social 
interaction and of religion. Looking at interaction in the religious sphere, it was 
easy to discern a sense of communality and a principle of generalized 
reciprocity regulating relations between people. Neighbours, relatives and 
friends were expected to cooperate and help each other when matters of the 
church were involved and when someone was sick or died. From observing 
such interaction it would be easy to assume that the same type of reciprocity 
would also be found in other spheres of Ashena life. This assumption proved 
wrong, however. Although people also practised reciprocity in matters related 
to work and the economy, it was a balanced reciprocity. W hereas people 
usually expected to receive the exact equivalent of what they themselves had 
contributed in terms of work or economic assets, norms in the religious and 
social sphere emphasized what a person ought to do rather than what he or she 
could rightfully expect from others. Assistance and aid in these domains ought 
to be given without any expectation of reciprocation.

A plan for a Producers Cooperative, which presupposes that generalized 
reciprocity already exists, or that it can be introduced into the economic 
sphere, will in this situation face problems. Benefits in the Producers 
Cooperative are shared according to work inputs. The size of these inputs is 
not, however, expected to rest on an exact calculation of returns. All tasks are 
performed by the members together and a close mutual dependence results. In 
order to manage the Producers Cooperative effectively, the presence of 
altruistic relations between the members is almost a prerequisite. The real 
situation in Ashena did not approximate to this ideal. Relations of generalized 
reciprocity were rare and those that existed were based on trust between the 
parties. This trust or confidence had, however, required both much time and 
many shared experiences to develop; it had had to be nurtured. The prevalence 
of such a culture in Ashena therefore made the idea of the PC more difficult to 
embrace. This does not mean that relations could not be altered. No relations 
between people were static, even relations between friends were in perpetual 
change. Nevertheless, members in the cooperative not only often lacked trust 
in each other but they and the non-members also distrusted the government's 
intentions. Thus the altruistic attitude required appeared to be very far 
away.

In general, one can say that some of the local social and cultural factors 
facilitated both recruitment to and implementation of the Producers Coopera
tive. Others, in turn, acted in the opposite direction, stopping some people from



joining the PC or making work in the cooperative difficult to carry out. Some 
factors in the local society were altered as a result of the induced change, 
though not always in accordance with the intention spelled out in the plan. 
Even the cooperative activity was influenced by local factors, as in the case of 
the patron-client relationship recurring inside the PC, the very organization 
intended for getting rid of hierarchical relations.

The Producers Cooperative -  
Plan and Initial Objectives

-  R ation a le  for C ooperative Farm ing

The rationale or collective reasons for establishing Producers Cooperatives 
are seldom made explicit. Nevertheless, the statements which are used to 
legitimize the introduction of PCs are usually based on an underlying 
assumption that cooperation in agricultural production is more rational than 
individual or private production. The logic is, however, often shrouded in 
ideological terms and it is difficult to pinpoint the propositions on which it is 
based. To facilitate the discussion which follows I shall start with a tentative 
summary presentation of the main propositions which can be said to constitute 
a rationale for Producers Cooperatives.

There are two main reasons why Producers Cooperatives are considered to 
represent the most rational form of production. The first reason is based on 
economic considerations, taking into account the low level of technological 
development and the absolute lack of resources. The second reason emanates 
from the wish for an egalitarian society and concerns issues such as how such a 
society can be obtained and, once reached, how it can be safeguarded.

The first part of the rationale, dealing with the economic issues, can be 
expressed in the following way:

In a poor country where the standard of living and productivity are low 
and the technological development poor, capital resources are in general 
also scarce. Any attempt at increasing production and improving the 
situation must depart from the little that is available. In a  poor country it 
is not enough to get rid of''feudalism ’’ for production to flourish because



the absolute lack of resources also negatively affects productivity. A 
shortage of capital and other assets underlines the need for a rational use 
of those resources which are available. One way in which scarce 
resources can be made use of more effectively is to make people 
cooperate in exploiting them. Such cooperation will permit economies 
of scale and make it possible to realize a general production increase and 
thereby an improvement in the living standard of the people. Both the 
individual who starts to cooperate with others and the country as a 
whole will therefore gain from such joint economic activities.

It is important to remember in this context that the cooperation between 
members upon which the whole enterprise actually rests, is usually something 
which is taken for granted and has seldom been seen as an issue needing 
investigation.

In PC plans equality is considered not only as a goal in itself but also as a 
means through which production can be promoted. These propositions can be 
expressed as follows:

-  Opportunities and conditions which allow men to exploit each other 
often make them do so. They are marked in their way of thinking by the 
exploitative society in which they live.

-  Economic opportunities for exploitation can be abrogated through a 
land reform. People’s way of thinking and acting can also be changed 
towards a more cooperative and altruistic attitude. This can, for 
example, be realized through their gaining experiences with self- 
government. Self-government and the absence of exploitation will 
provide opportunities for making decisions and taking responsibility. 
Going through such a process will make people realize that by assisting 
each other and fighting against selfishness they will, in the long run, also 
help themselves. In this way, through being altruistic they can 
simultaneously promote their own living standards.

-  Self-government, which is the means through which such insights can 
be obtained, is, however, very difficult and requires a lot of practice. By 
guiding people through this process it is possible to teach them the 
essentials in considerably less time than is otherwise needed. Develop
ment can thereby be accelerated and the desired goal obtained more 
quickly.

-  Guidance can be given through a plan divided into stages of 
development. Each stage can represent an advance over the previous 
one.



-  In the Producers Cooperative each advance and higher stage can be 
represented by a greater equalization in both wealth, and political and 
social Influence.

-  In this way, while self-government is a prerequisite for obtaining an 
egalitarian society, it is also conducive to an increase in productivity as 
it encourages initiative and involvement.

The Producers Cooperatives in Ethiopia were modelled on experiences in the 
socialist countries. This is clearly expressed in the introduction to the 
Guidelines which refer to ” the well-known plan for cooperatives” which not 
only has ” served as a blueprint for the formation of cooperative associations 
but also has been implemented in the socialist countries and shown 
satisfactory results” . The reason for turning to Producers Cooperatives as a 
solution for the country’s agricultural problems can be found in the goals and 
arguments of the plan, which stress the need to bring a quick realization of the 
objectives, namely increased production and an egalitarian society, within 
closer reach.

In the motivations (cf. chapter 3) for transforming individually owned 
means of production into collective property, it is possible to recognize several 
of the basic tenets that were put forward in my summary of the rationale of the 
plan above. Large-scale production is, for example, taken as a means to 
” increase agricultural production” and a prerequisite for ” the use of modem 
farm technologies” . Collective property is considered necessary to create the 
”conditions for the application of production plans” . This trust in the capacity 
of plans to guide people’s experiences and increase their social consciousness 
is reflected in the stages that the Producers Cooperative are supposed to go 
through. Each stage, like Welba after M alba  and Welland after Welba, 
represents a larger geographical size and assumes that a greater social 
awareness will follow as a consequence of the earlier stage. An increasing 
amount of assets is to be collectivized at each stage which presumes that 
people will be satisfied with less and less private property. In this context 
self-government can be seen as an additional means, apart from the eradication 
of exploitative economic relations, through which socialism can be built in the 
countryside and the political, economic and social rights of the peasants 
safeguarded.



-  A ssu m p tio n s  U nder D eb ate

Before we take a closer look at the effects that the implementation of the 
Producers Cooperative had on life in Ashena a short digression is necessary. 
This digression is warranted by the fact that viewing Producers Cooperatives 
as the solution for low productivity and lack of equality is not uncontested. It is 
rather an issue which is being questioned in many different disciplines and for a 
variety of reasons. I shall therefore present a short review of two of the themes 
which have been most prominent in the debate. T о my knowledge these themes 
were not officially discussed in Ethiopia in connection with the proclamation 
of the plan. It is, however, obvious from certain topics raised in the plan that at 
least some of the planners were aware of them. However, more important in 
this context is the fact that the conclusions drawn from international 
experiences of cooperative work can also help us interpret what happened in 
Ashena. The two themes on which I shall focus are the appropriateness of 
economies of scale in agriculture and the possibilities for gaining experience of 
self-administration within a Producers Cooperative. These two issues also 
have a bearing on each other, something which will be elucidated in the 
analysis.

The argument for economies of scale stems from experiences within the 
walls of the factory. Shanin (1971 b:263-274) notes that the factory was early 
seen as a model for farm production in the Soviet Union, a view which resulted 
in the establishment of cooperatives in that country. According to that view, 
which later became widespread, the benefits accruing from economies of scale 
in industrial production, through the effective usage of space, the division and 
specialization of labour, and the increased use of machinery, are also expected 
to materialize within agriculture, if similar principles are applied there (cf. 
D om er 1977 and Ellman 1981). Much research into the subject, however, has 
not only shown that a model characterized by ”the bigger the size the greater 
the productivity” is not directly transferable to agriculture, but also that it is 
invalid in several industrial operations.

Furthermore, agricultural conditions differ from the industrial situation, 
particularly in that a larger number of the factors involved are unpredictable. 
In addition to unpredictability, the great number of influencing factors in itself 
causes a problem. Each factor influences singly and in combination with the 
others the techniques that can be used to produce crops most adequately. They 
also limit the selection of crops to those that are most suitable to existing 
conditions.



This complexity of agricultural production has called for a change of attitude 
in cooperative research. In order to secure as high a productivity as possible it 
has been found that instead of maximizing all assets to make them into as large 
a scale as possible, an optimal size for each specific activity has to be obtained. 
W idstrand ( 1970,1972), Reed (1977) and Ellman (1981) emphasize that this 
optimum will lie at different points in different branches of agriculture. Usually 
a maximum output can only be reached through a number of compromises.

Reed discusses criteria for systems which are conducive to large- and 
small-scale production respectively. He finds that large-scale production is 
appropriate in systems which need centralized management, and have a high 
division of labour and an extensive infrastructure. They include areas relying 
on complex water supply systems, which can make use of highly mechanized 
methods of cultivation and/or areas where industrial crops are cultivated. 
Small-scale production on individual plots is, on the other hand, better suited 
for crops which require more intensive cultivation, which are raised mainly for 
direct consumption and which need a great deal of individual care (Reed 
1977:362-363). Ellman even mentions that, in contrast to the common image 
of large-scale production as being more efficient, small units may instead be 
more rational. This has been found to occur especially when labour is 
abundant relative to land.

Another issue related to the assumed advantages of economies of scale in 
agriculture concerns the management of a large-scale enterprise. In a 
discussion on managerial diseconomies of scale Ellman (1981:982 ff) states 
that large-scale production requires efficient planning, administration and 
bookkeeping. According to him there are two factors which are crucial to the 
diseconomy. One factor refers to problems connected with big organizations in 
general, because the problems they exhibit tend to increase with the size of the 
organization. This is not least a consequence of the many unproductive 
supervisors that seem to be inevitably bound up with large-scale operations. 
The other factor concerns the educational level of the farmers. The lower their 
level of education the less will the peasants themselves be able to control and 
influence their activities, and as a result they will become more dependent on 
outsiders.

The concept or institution of self-administration does not have a definition 
or meaning on which there is consensus. In the international literature on 
cooperatives one of the main themes dealt with is the importance of members’ 
participation in their organization. Participation as such has been found 
directly to influence the production results of the members’ organization.



Participation is also said to affect the general sense of well-being, or lack of it, 
of the members. To this effect the mode and degree of influence and control 
that members actually have over their organization have become an important 
issue. The discussion has centred on two aspects of power in the decision
making process of the cooperative, the members’ relative strength vis-à-vis the 
management within the cooperative itself, and the cooperative’s relative 
degree of dependence on the state (Westergaard 1970).

The first issue, which refers to the relations between members and 
management in a cooperative, is mainly a question of the degree to which the 
members participate in the decision-making process. Participation has been 
seen as a sine qua non for efficient planning, implementation of work 
programmes and attainment of set goals. W ithout member participation in 
agricultural planning it is impossible to make use of the mass of knowledge that 
members have about local phenomena such as agricultural cropping patterns. 
Nash/Hopkins ( 1976:8) take lack of member commitment and morale as one 
of the stumbling blocks for Producers Cooperatives. The question of 
productivity, motivation and participation is also raised by Shanin (1971b). 
He refers to Soviet Studies (1969:52-3) where it is stated that in the USSR 
private production covers only about 3% of the total agricultural land but gives 
about 33%  of the produce. Although these authors approach the problems 
from different perspectives, there seems to be a general consensus about the 
importance of participation to obtain increased productivity.

The active involvement of the members is not only considered necessary for 
efficiency in production but is also put forward as a prerequisite for the efficient 
governing of the organization. Unless the members themselves are well aware 
of their rights and duties, commitments and alternative options, it has been 
found that they cannot possibly control the management of their organization. 
From this point of view there is, however, an inherent contradiction between 
economies of scale and strong membership influence, since economies of scale 
also presuppose high specialization in management. But high management 
specialization makes the participation of members almost impossible, because 
the questions which have to be dealt with in the cooperative quickly tend to 
become so specialized and technical that lay members cannot understand them 
(cf. Stryjnan 1981 with regard to Israel).

Producers Cooperatives have very seldom been initiated and established by 
their members. It is almost always some organ from outside, like government, 
an aid organization or a church mission that puts forward the proposal. W hat 
then ensues has frequently been described as a power struggle. The entity



setting up the PC has its own reasons for doing so, and its own expectations 
about the results, which necessitate that the cooperative is run in a particular 
way. The procedures selected may not only be contrary to the wishes of the 
members but may even disenfranchise them - not allowing them to take the 
initiative and responsibility, but only to execute what the outsiders have 
decided.

According to Galeski (1977) governments which organize Producers 
Cooperatives usually lack the means for industrial production. They seek to 
extract these means from the peasants who in these countries represent the 
largest economic category of the population (cf. also Nash/Hopkins 1976). In 
such a situation the interest of the state is to increase production, not in order to 
improve living conditions for the peasants but rather in order to use the surplus 
production for industrial investments. The peasants themselves may face a 
deterioration in their living conditions, in spite of an initial increase in their 
production. W hen the peasants react against this loss of benefits (cf. Dorner/ 
Kanel 1977:8) by taking less and less interest in their work, the government 
representatives often feel constrained to impose their own interpretation of 
what the role of the cooperative should be, and demand the obedience of the 
members. Thereby they usually effectively stop any attempts at member 
participation.

Autocratic rule, whether by the management or the state, is a serious and 
common drawback to agricultural organizations. In such a situation only 
selected information is passed on from members to people in decision- making 
positions at the higher levels. And the information transmitted is often only 
what the higher officials want to hear because nobody dares tell them about 
possible problems, mistakes or failures. In this context Ellman (1981:986 pp) 
talks of a politicization o f  (technical) decisions. To politicize agricultural and 
other matters means, according to him, that any kind of questioning of the 
whole or part of the centrally formulated plan is interpreted as a questioning of 
the prevalent political ideology, which is usually socialism. This eliminates 
positive technical feedback, and so efficiency and productivity are bound to 
suffer3.

3For this type of effects in the Soviet Union cf. Humphrey 1983:144,195.



-  E xp er ien ces in A sh en a  and In itia l O b jectives

The changes which followed the establishment of the Producers Cooperative 
in Ashena not only affected those who joined the PC, but also conditions for 
those who did not join were changed. Norms and values, ways of performing 
tasks and relations between people, everything was affected.

The PC members were in general more destitute than the average Ashena 
household. This was fully in line with one of the goals of the PC Directives 
stipulating that the poorer strata of the population were to be supported. To the 
poor the PC was economically attractive and represented a definite gain, 
something that made many of them opt for it. A contributing factor was also 
that many poor households were bound by patron-client relations to the 
influential man who was strongly in favour of the cooperative. As a patron and 
a relative he was in a position to persuade many of them to join.

Voluntariness of membership was, however, in a way an in-built 
contradiction in the plan itself. The insistence on making membership a 
voluntary choice was logical in the light of the experiences of other countries 
where it had been found that people work better when participation was their 
own choice. W hen PC members were given the right to select the land they 
preferred they were, however, simultaneously given the power to evacuate 
anybody who did not want to join them, but who lived within their chosen area. 
In this way the permission to remove people for the reason that they had 
chosen not to become members in fact amounted to negating the voluntary 
quality of membership.

It is possible to say that economies of scale in certain respects were achieved 
in the Ashena Producers Cooperative. The negative effects of the shortage of 
oxen were partly made good, since an attribute of the cooperative is that all 
work is performed for the common benefit. This made it possible to keep men, 
who were unable to plough because of shortage of oxen, gainfully employed in 
other activities. The tasks they performed were just as necessary to the 
cooperative and therefore the logic of economies of scale was valid in this 
context.

The crop production figures from Ashena PC show, however, that 
productivity did not increase. The yield obtained was in most instances much 
lower than had been expected. This situation may have reflected the natural 
drop in production which tends to occur (cf. Ellman 1981:983) in a period of 
transition, before people have had time to adapt to the new organization and 
everything is stabilized. Referring to other countries which have gone through



similar experiences, Ellman notes that exaggerated expectations of production 
increases are often connected with the abolition of private property. He also 
points out that too little attention is paid to the fact that socialization of the 
means of production is a long process, in which autonomy is initially lost and a 
sense of hopelessness often follows. This, in turn, negatively affects the work 
capacity of the peasants. In general, he says it takes a long time for economic 
and social gains to be realized, as witnessed in both the Soviet Union and 
China.

Although the fact that the Ashena PC was in a transitional stage may partly 
explain the low productivity, there were also other phenomena which appear to 
have contributed to this situation. As indicated in the rationale for 
cooperatives reconstructed above, there was an assumption in the plan that 
economies of scale apply to agricultural production in general. In Ashena the 
only obvious gain resulting from people producing together was a more 
rational use of oxen. The crops cultivated continued to be mainly subsistence 
crops, and were generally not particularly suitable for large-scale techniques. 
Teff, for example, has to be harvested with extreme care not to lose its seeds. 
No new techniques had been introduced partly because of a lack of funds and 
partly because of the difficult terrain. The various fields had been assembled 
into one piece, that was all. Even the prospective benefits arising from 
combining all the land into one plot, rather than cultivating fragmentée plots, 
may be questioned. It is possible that individual intensive cultivation on 
fragmented plots may give higher yields per unit than large-scale production, 
particularly when labour, as in Ashena, is abundant relative to land. As 
experiences from other countries have shown, one of the reasons for this, 
somehow obverse, logic is that the care and concern that the individual 
producer devotes to each of his plots becomes so much greater when they 
belong to him and constitute his only means of survival.

Another possible disadvantage when trying to exploit economies of scale in 
Ashena arose from the fact that the management of the PC, although 
somewhat better off educationally than the average peasant, still had very little 
school and/or managerial training in absolute terms. Lack of education made 
the leaders weaker than they would otherwise have been in their contacts with 
the various officials with whom they were often unable to argue (see also 
Ellman 1981:982).

One factor which may have contributed to the absence of a production 
increase was that the PC members lost rather than gained influence over 
production. W hen individual Ashena peasants devised their production



Strategies there were a number of factors that they had to take into 
consideration. They knew both the various resources available to their 
households and the needs of their members. It was the main responsibility of 
the household head to see to it that the needs were satisfied with the help of the 
available assets. When devising a production strategy an individual peasant 
had to consider the various risks inherent in agricultural production, such as 
bad weather, locusts and deteriorating soil fertility. The production strategy 
finally pursued was an outcome of the thorough analysis that the head of the 
household and his wife had made of their situation. The hallmarks of this 
process can be characterized as control, autonomy and responsibility.

In the Producers Cooperative, on the other hand, the members had very little 
influence and even less control over their production strategy. The planning of 
what was to be produced, consumed, bought and sold was no longer done by 
the individual peasant. According to the plan for PCs, the main decision
maker should be the group of members constituting the general assembly. This 
in itself made the situation very different from what people were used to. 
Democratic decision-making in cooperatives has, as discussed earlier, proved 
to be a very complex matter, particularly when one of the objectives is to 
maintain the active participation of all the members (cf. Nash and Hopkins 
(1976), D om er (1977), W idstrand ( 1970,1972), and W orsley ( 1971 )). In the 
Ashena PC, however, much of the control over the policy and decision-making 
process was removed not only from the individual to the cooperative group but 
several steps further. On many issues, vital to the PC, the decision-makers 
were neither to be found in Dangla nor in the regional capital of Gojjam but in 
Addis Abeba. Many members therefore felt that those who in different ways 
controlled their lives were too distant and that as a result they themselves had 
lost all influence over the production process.

Members were negatively affected both by their distance from the planners 
and by the sometimes rigid demands that the officials made on them to perform 
in certain ways and to try out new inventions of whose utility they as 
cultivators were not convinced. M any of the peasants gave vent to 
disappointment, feeling that their own knowledge counted for nothing. When 
they took initiatives outside the plan, like selling grain in Addis Abeba, they 
were reprimanded. When they questioned the technical solutions or the 
content of some of the plans, as they did when they proposed that te ff  should be 
sown over a longer period than had been provided for in the plan, or that they 
should use less fertilizer because the crops did not require so much, their 
arguments were dismissed. They were not given any agricultural reasons for



their suggestions not being accepted but were simply labelled as "reactio
naries” .

The disengagement of the Ashena PC members from the planning and 
decision-making process indicates that the officials lacked confidence in them. 
In various ways the officials showed that they found the peasants incapable of 
running their own affairs. Nevertheless, they wanted and needed the PC to be 
prosperous and a good example to the other peasants. One sign of progress was 
if more people asked to join the PC. A generally successful development, in 
turn, reflected positively on the officials themselves and could find expression 
in an advancement in their careers. In this context, the behaviour of the 
officials seems, however, to have worked contrary to their own purposes. The 
eagerness with which everything connected with the PC was officially 
promoted resulted in a domineering approach that stifled the creativity of the 
members themselves. It also created a certain apprehension among non
members. Individual peasants felt on various occasions that the government 
had taken sides against them, and the behaviour of the officials, rather than 
enticing more peasants to join, succeeded in keeping interested ones away.

In spite of these obstacles, it is obvious that to many of those who joined the 
Ashena PC, membership improved their economic situation. This does not 
imply that the PC per se was efficient. The recordings in the land-use plans 
rather indicate the reverse as true. A n examination of the PC budget shows 
that economic gains appeared to originate in the government support and aid 
given to the PC. Such support was not very costly to the government so long as 
the Producers Cooperatives in the country contained only very few members. 
An issue which worried some Ethiopian officials at the time, and which has 
recently been discussed by Ståhl (1989), was what would happen if a majority 
of the peasants suddenly decided to join. W ould government subsidies then be 
discontinued, and, if not, how could the country’s budget accommodate such 
outlays? The question remains, however, whether the members of the 
cooperative could have become self-supporting and the aid could have been 
stopped if the government had adopted a different price policy for farm 
products.

M any reforms introduced in revolutionary Ethiopia had as one of their 
express purposes to liberate women from the double burden of ” feudal” and 
male oppression. Despite this intention, it seems as if the PC plan, combined 
with an unclear idea of the position of women in a community like Ashena, in 
many instances resulted in making women more dependent upon men than 
they were previously. Wives were asked to work for the Producers



Cooperative during peak seasons when there was a shortage of labour but they 
were not invited to become members of the PC. Wives lost the main means of 
their economic independence when their husbands joined and all the 
household's oxen were collectivized. Female members were paid lower 
salaries than men even for similar tasks. M any of these consequences seem to 
be the result of a basic male perspective in the design of the PC plan. Men were 
taken as heads of households and were therefore allowed membership in the 
PC. This basic premise brought along a number of unintended and 
unwished-for consequences such as the ones mentioned above. The PC did, 
however, also have an unanticipated but positive effect for divorced and 
widowed women.

The situation of single women differed from that of wives, since even before 
the advent of the PC they were forced to take the responsibility for both male 
and female tasks in the household. Under these circumstances the PC gave 
them an opportunity, as they expressed it, to "be rid of all the bother of 
contracting men to farm the land and then fighting them to obtain the rightful 
share of the harvest". Neither were they forced to remarry if they did not feel 
like it because, as PC members, it was possible for them to support themselves. 
Their lives highlight, however, the fact that the PC dealt exclusively with 
agricultural work. W hen the female members came home exhausted in the 
evenings and their male co-workers rested, they had to perform all the tasks 
that the male members' wives had been occupied with in the daytime. As a 
consequence they could not perform their household chores as well and as 
economically as they would have liked to.

Another such unexpected consequence was that the introduction of 
regulated work hours in the Producers Cooperative brought about a change in 
people's conception of both time and work. The peasants were used to relating 
time to an agricultural calendar according to which nature with its seasonal 
changes defined the specific activities to be performed. Their lives were also 
ordered by the Christian calendar in which all important church celebrations 
recurred year after year. It was within this larger perspective that people saw 
the individual life cycles of human beings, in which births, marriages and 
deaths stood out as memorable events. Time was in this context rarely 
regarded as a scarce resource and it was not used to measure work. Work was 
only "m easured" by a qualitative criterion, namely the degree to which an 
individual farmer could satisfy the needs of the members of his household. In 
the PC, however, time gained a new dimension as it developed into something 
which was calculated and related to the hours an individual spent in the fields.



Through this change the concept of work for PC members lost its direct linkage 
to a "m an’s ability to provide for his family” , as this ability was only visible on 
pay day. A s one man expressed it: ”Previously I could always look out on my 
fields, know what work was needed and how the food would last for the season 
to come, but now I work and work but don't know what I myself will get.” In 
this way time became a quantitative appreciation of what took place. Changes 
in the organization of work had repercussions upon the perception of time and 
work in itself.

In general, it seems as if some of the goals set for the Producers Cooperative 
in Ashena, such as the rational use of oxen, were realized because the 
assumptions behind them were correct. Some, like the recruitment of the 
poorest members and the promotion of the position of single and divorced 
women, were realized not because the plan was based on correct assumptions 
but for reasons not even envisaged in the plan. It seems, however, that some of 
the most prominent causes for lack of accomplishment were related to issues 
discussed in the earlier section of this chapter, namely: the problems connected 
with participation in the decision-making process and with large-scale 
production in agriculture. These were important issues in Ashena where 
people were alienated from much of the decision-making process and where no 
change in agricultural techniques or inputs occurred. Thus there was no 
apparent reason why large-scale operations should be favoured over 
small-scale. Particularly when production results indicated that small-scale 
operations under Ashena conditions might be closer to the "optim al” size than 
large scale.

M any of the effects, both wanted and unwanted ones, came about as a 
consequence of the constellation of local conditions particular to Ashena and 
the very character of the intervention. Such local conditions are difficult to 
incorporate in a plan since national plans must have a very general outlook to 
cover regional variations. In the final chapter I want to discuss some of the 
experiences gained from Ashena and relate them to the wider issue of planned 
change. M any of the characteristics of the Ashena experience are not 
particular to the Ashena context or even to cooperative endeavours. Instead, 
they appear to occur quite frequently and may, I suggest, even adhere to 
planned change per se.



Reflections on Planning and Implementation

Introduction

National economic planning and budgeting have often been categorized as 
phenomenona limited to or typical of socialist or ”quasi-socialist” societies. 
The question is, however, whether this is still valid today. Robertson (1984) 
has made an interesting analysis of planning procedures in the E ast and the 
West. Comparing the historical process of development planning he finds that, 
although the initial forms of planning for change differ between socialist and 
capitalist countries, the main trends have now converged to the extent that it is 
no longer possible to make any sharp distinction between the two. Wherever 
they find themselves, the people heading planning organizations, the 
economists, have the same task of reducing the ideals ” to more manipulable 
qualities -  to rates of growth, tons, hectares, months and numbers of people” 
(ibid:87). All over the world the training of planners and the outcome of their 
work have been standardized and are being reproduced. Even the Soviet 
Union and France, which once represented two opposed trends in planning 
procedures, of an imperative and indicative style respectively, are now 
adopting similar solutions (ibid:65-66). The only exception to the universality 
of national economic planning seems to be the USA. In the USA very little 
national planning has ever been practised, yet it is the country where many of 
the economic schools of planning can be found.

Some of the effects which could be seen in Ashena, resulting from the 
implementation of the Producers Cooperative plan, present many similarities 
to experiences of planned change in other countries. Lack of goal fulfilment, 
loss of autonomy for certain categories of people and unintended conse
quences in general are phenomena observed not only in the East or the so



called Third W orld but just as often in the W est. Following an early optimism 
about the vast opportunities made possible through development plans, 
Robertson states that today ” a mood of pessimism hangs over national 
planning in many countries of the world” because "the hopes and expectations 
of planning have vastly exceeded practicable results” (ibid:67).

In order to get a better understanding of why induced change does not lead to 
a fulfilment of the goals set in the plans, it is worthwhile to take a closer look at 
the planning and implementation process itself. This process can be viewed 
from many different perspectives. As an activity it contains a minimum set of 
three different categories of actors: the planners, the implementors (who often 
are also administrators) and the "target population” who in this case were the 
Ashena peasants. The encounter between representatives of these categories 
is like a drama played out by different actors, and in the interaction between 
them plans sometimes change and take on new appearances. The unity of the 
process is evidenced by the fact that the categories are dependent on each 
other. The activities of each will influence the common undertaking. I shall 
now briefly discuss the planning and implementation process from the 
viewpoint of each of the categories and then follow it up with a description of 
some of the features which become significant in the interaction between 
them.

The Parts...

-  P la n s and  P lanners

All planning can be considered, in Wildavsky’s ( 1973) words, as an attempt to 
control the future. From such a perspective the ideology of planning can be 
defined as based on an assumption of the future as something which in actual 
fact is knowable and can be predicted. Such a view also presupposes that the 
information required is available, and can be collected and put to use in a plan. 
Yet the limited and fragmented knowledge of the social sciences makes this 
assumption in most cases a grand illusion.

W hen national plans are prepared, many separate pieces of information are 
usually quantified and aggregated to a high level of abstraction. The outcome 
then becomes the basis for developing a plan or model. Due to the seemingly



high sophistication of the output, it takes on a scientific appearance. 
Nevertheless, the information on which the plan is based pertains to the 
conditions of yesterday and only in a few cases to those of today. The technical 
or social data from which the plan springs can at best be recognized as 
scattered pieces of scientific knowledge, while the generalizations arrived at 
will often be positive falsifications of reality. The process by which a thin body 
of knowledge, common-sense assumptions and generalizations are amalga
mated to form a grand plan can actually be conceptualized as a process of 
mystification.

There are many shortcomings to such planning procedures. One important 
tendency that can be observed in planning is that plans are often built on 
overgeneralizations, in the sense that the categories used in the plans are 
extremely broad. Examples of such categorizations are ” the rural poor” , ” the 
migrants” , ”the refugees” , and ”the women” . As could be seen in Ashena 
there were many different categories even of women. There was a clear 
difference of interests between married and unmarried women, but also 
between unmarried women with oxen and unmarried women without oxen. In 
this way, gross and predetermined categories tend to obscure the complexities 
of real life. If the categories are rigidly adhered to, they also make it impossible 
to elicit the opinions and cooperation of the people for whom the plans are 
supposedly made.

Another tendency is the exaggerated belief in planning and its scientific base 
which is found among both planners and politicians. In plans for agricultural 
improvement, for example, great confidence is placed in agricultural seed tests 
performed by experts in experimentatal fields while little interest is shown in 
the cultivation techniques and practices used by the ordinary peasants. While 
the results of the former are used to make plans for the peasant, he is seldom 
asked about the different considerations which may lie behind his own choices. 
New tools are similarly designed in laboratories rather than in cooperation 
with peasants. In this way a belief in what is scientific has led to a neglect of 
general practical experience and local knowledge. In many instances the plans 
have not fitted the reality because results from experiments made under almost 
sterile circumstances have been found inapplicable under normal conditions.



-  L oca l adm inistrators and im plem entors

Plans pass through many levels in the bureaucracy before reaching the 
implementors at the local level, who are also in direct contact with the final 
recipients. A t each level something may be added or changed in the plans, both 
according to the experience of the person in charge and the way he or she 
understands the objectives of the plan. In the end the main interpreters will be 
fives or field agents. It is the task of this body of people to inform the peasantry 
about the intentions and wishes of the planners, and to see to it that the plans 
are implemented. They are put in an intermediate position between, on the one 
hand, the planners whose interests and purposes it is their duty to realize and, 
hand, the planners whose interests and purposes it is their duty to realize and, 
on the other, the peasantry of whose cultural system and economic conditions 
they are more or less aware. Because of their position as mediators between 
these two groups the local administrators are party to a reinterpretation of the 
plans. In trying to appreciate what planners want and how far the peasants are 
prepared to go, they have to enact a process of adaptation in which they 
themselves are instrumental in giving the plans much of their form and 
content.

The local administrators and personnel of the MoA in Dangla were very 
often recently appointed. In general, there was a steady flux of people in all 
medium and higher governmental positions. People appeared to be either 
dropped or promoted to something higher up within a very short space of time. 
In their work these administrators and ministry employees had to act within a 
framework defined by the government whose plans they were to implement. 
Their situation was influenced by the unpredictability of new appointments 
and the political priorities set by the government. When, for example, the 
government emphatically declared that it considered the establishment of 
Producers Cooperatives not only economically advantageous to the Ethiopian 
peasantry but also gave them moral and political overtones, it became 
imperative for the local officials to see to it that cooperatives were established. 
It was not a question of whether they believed in the government’s policies or 
not -  many of them certainly did, others maybe less so -  but, if they showed 
neglect in implementing a government priority, they might not only lose their 
jobs but, in the worst of cases, could be categorized as ”anti revolutionaries” 
and their lives endangered.

The local officials were sent on courses at the Political School in Addis 
Abeba to learn about government policies and Marxism-Leninism. The school



was established shortly after the revolution to train political cadres to enable 
them to lead the struggle all over the country. In this way government policies 
also came to provide the idiom for communication amongst officials and 
between them and, for example, the peasants. In this idiom a certain pair of 
concepts were of overriding importance. Both people and actions had to be 
categorized as either "progressive” or "reactionary” . This also influenced the 
implementation of both the land reform and the PC plans. W hen certain 
aspects of these plans were discussed, it was important that the solutions 
chosen could be categorized as "progressive” .

Thus a pattern developed which guided government officials on what they 
could forgo, what had to be realized and how to convince the parties of the 
advantages of the chosen solution. The ability they exhibited as administrators 
was closely related to how they were able to interpret and enact this pattern. A 
slight misjudgment could cost them their whole future, while a successful 
arrangement could make their fortune.

It should be remembered, however, that in Ashena, as well as in most other 
planning and implementation contexts, the local officials or implementors 
were not identified as a separate category by the so-called target group. 
Instead, they were lumped together with the planners and other officials and 
categorized as ” the government” . The main reason why no distinction was 
made between officials at the national and the local level, was the nature of the 
communication between them and the target group. Had the peasants 
interacted with both local and national officials there would have been a 
three-way or triangular communication, but there were, to my knowledge, no 
instances of this. Instead information was transmitted from  national planners 
to local officials and from  them to the target group, and there was hardly ever 
any direct communication between the planners and the target group. 
Consequently, planners as such were not really distinguishable from a 
worm’s-eye perspective.

-  T h e L o ca l P op u la tion

Even when the local population are peripheral to planning it is they who give 
the implementation its final shape. The perceptions local people have of 
development and the implications they visualize that plans will have on their 
way of living will, as demonstrated over and over again, determine their 
reactions to interventions ” from above” .



Significant differences in interpretation and analysis can be found between 
planners and local population already at the initial stage of the planning 
process when the situation which it is considered necessary to change is 
defined and analyzed. In evaluations of both national plans and aid projects it 
has often been found that "the definition of the situation” among planners and 
local people is quite different. The main needs as experienced by local people 
are often not the issues that planners think should be dealt with. Neither are the 
solutions people envisage as possible or preferable always the same as, or 
similar to, what the planners put forward in their proposals. W hen a project is 
in no respect congruent with people’s definition of the situation, the recipients 
of the plan in the local community usually do not take to the ideas or implement 
them with any fervour. Plans made without regard for local opinions are often 
bitterly resented by the people in whose interest they have purportedly been 
designed. The feelings aroused are well illustrated by M arris’ (1974:155): ”To 
be told the meaning of your life by others, in terms which are not yours implies 
that your existence does not matter to them except as it is reflected in their 
own” .

Apart from having separate views about how to ”define the situation” , 
planners and local people also often differ in their perceptions of what 
represent gains and losses in life. W hat from a macro perspective can appear as 
significant economic gains resulting from induced change may be considered 
by the individuals concerned as unimportant or irrelevant to their situation. In 
the worst of cases, the project as a whole may even be interpreted as 
destructive. Feelings of loss are often experienced when project aims in the 
economic sphere have been set without regard for other values.

Values of a social or cultural nature are in many instances considered more 
important to the individual than money. Cultural values such as the 
preservation of autonomy1 and the right to plan and control one’s own situation 
are often crucial to people’s lives. Such personal considerations are, however, 
difficult to anticipate at the macro level and even harder to quantify and 
compare with expected economic gains. This is a significant weakness in the 
planning procedure, because to people themselves it is their perception of the 
general effects of an outside intervention which determines their attitude to it. 
If they agree with the general idea or even like it they will make an effort to

1 A collection of articles, many of which discuss autonomy versus economic gains, can be 
found in W allman 1977.



implement it. If, on the other hand, they are dubious about the outcome, or 
even expect negative consequences, they tend not only to remain uncommitted 
spectators but sometimes actively try to stop the implementation. This 
happened, for example, in Ashena when some married women felt their rights 
and independence threatened by the cooperative. Many of them reacted 
against the threat, some by dissuading their husbands from joining, others by 
divorcing them and a third category by asking for a guarantor who could 
provide them with cattle if their husbands would not be able to do so as PC 
members. The fact that local perceptions of benefits and losses are crucial to 
the outcome of induced change but are usually not accommodated in the plan, 
other than as an interpretation made by the planners, is an important drawback 
to the planning and implementation process.

In Ashena the importance of the local social and cultural factors was most 
visible when some of the objectives of the plans were either not realized or 
resulted in unintended consequences. In some instances we could see that the 
definition of the situation upon which the plans were based was not compatible 
with local conditions, like the cooperative being based on an assumption of a 
feeling of trust and shared benefits, whereas people in Ashena had very little 
experience of and liking for cooperation in work. In other situations people’s 
perceptions of gains and losses varied from those of the planners or were not 
even envisaged by them. Accordingly, the fact that the loss of control over the 
production process and over the household economy was of decisive 
importance to the individual probably did not even occur to the planners, who 
did not think in such terms.

....and the Whole

For a plan to be designed and implemented within the context of a peasant 
community, mutual interaction between planners, mediators like the local 
administrators, and peasants is a prerequisite. These three categories of actors 
can together be said to constitute one interdependent whole. The planners need 
the peasants as ” objects” or ” targets” , and the local administrators as agents 
to effectuate the plans. The local administrators, in turn, depend for their 
existence as mediators on the planners, who give them their positions and 
control their careers, and on the peasants who make it possible for them to 
realize their own roles. The dependence of the peasants on the others is related



to the power relations between them. More particularly, it is defined by the 
power of enforcement of the planners and officials, on the one hand, and on 
their power of attraction, such as availability of jobs and other facilities, on the 
other.

Although each category depends, to a greater or lesser degree, upon the 
others for its existence, this does not mean that each has equal power in the 
encounter. The relations are hierarchical: the planners control the situation 
through their control over resources and even, perhaps, their power to coerce. 
This power can be considered a prerequisite for the planning process as a 
whole, since it is pointless for one group of people to plan for another unless 
they can somehow enforce the implementation of their plan. This power is 
expressed in more or less subtle ways, from light persuasion to brute force. 
Nevertheless, the use of power, however lightly exerted, often has the effect of 
suppressing the knowledge and experience of those who do not have any 
power. As Chambers ( 1983:201 ) says, "Hierarchy, authority and superiority 
prevent learning "from below" ” . In Ashena it was common to see power 
expressed through a politicization of agricultural and economic decisions. This 
is a phenomenon which has also been observed in several other countries (see 
Ellman 1981), where it has had similar effects in preventing local knowledge 
and initiative from being used.

The planning and implementation process, apart from representing a 
hierarchical relationship, is also characterized by a number of inherent 
contradictions. Plans as such are static, like blueprints. This affects both their 
acceptance and implementation. Administrators who are supposed to 
implement the plans are often rigid in their interpretation of them, fearful lest a 
misunderstanding will affect their careers negatively. A t the local level, on the 
other hand, life is often chaotic as it constitutes a perpetual process in which 
people constantly have to make sudden decisions to adapt to new situations. 
To manage on their own, people must be flexible. This, however, often does 
not tally with rigid plans which, willy-nilly, are imposed on the local 
situation.

Furthermore, plans are often made up of a single set of priorities relating to 
the problems that planners themselves define as the ones most urgently in need 
of solution. Local people, on the other hand, lead their daily lives with multiple 
sets of priorities. W hat is considered most important and requiring urgent 
attention therefore changes situationally. People are influenced by a great 
number of factors when making a decision and their ranking of priorities is 
difficult to foresee. This uncertainty about what will be given priority and how,



makes the realization of national plans an unpredictable venture.
In spite of, or sometimes as a result of, the hierarchical relationship between 

the parties involved in the process, plans are based on the assumption that the 
planners and the local population have a common understanding of 
development and that people will do what they are told. As experience has 
repeatedly shown, they very seldom do this, at least not in the way in which 
they are expected to. Robertson (1984:183) describes this as ”a presumption 
of consensus, of shared interests and understandings of what progress is 
about” while ”development in reality is transacted on the basis of fragmentary 
understandings and mutual incomprehensions” .

Concluding Remarks

There are many important obstacles to beneficial and efficient planning, as can 
be seen from the analysis of the process in Ashena. The main problems, which 
pertain to communication between the parties involved, or their encounter, can 
be expressed in terms of those contradictions which emerge in the planning and 
implementation process: firstly, when life, which is chaotic, is contained within 
a plan, secondly, when different categories of people attach contrasting 
meanings to the concept of development and, thirdly, when there is a 
hierarchical relationship between these categories.

Many discussions about the functioning of the planning and implementation 
process seem to miss both the complexity, as discussed above, of the particular 
characteristics of the three categories involved and the specific conditions for 
their mutual encounter. This omission has resulted in an overemphasis on the 
planning side, often to the neglect of the role of the mediators of the plans and 
the importance of the local people who are viewed as objects or the "target” 
group. Although it is generally recognized that local circumstances have a 
great impact on the changes that ensue from an implementation of national 
development plans, too little attention is paid to the type of influence such 
circumstances may have and the way local people interact with representatives 
of the state apparatus.

In this study I have focused on a local society, and tried to identify some of 
the economic, social and cultural factors which were important to the local 
people and to discuss their implications for a development project. I think it 
can be said without any doubt that in the case of Ashena ” the local factor” had



a great impact on the implementation process. As is common in development 
activities, however, the group of people for whom the plans were intended had 
themselves no influence at all over the planning procedures.

The process of planning and the question of how its routines can be changed 
in order to allow the ”local factor” to play a role commensurate with its 
importance are issues which are being much debated, particularly with 
reference to the organization of national and international aid. An alternative 
to the traditional ”blueprint” planning is suggested by Brox (1971) and Sörbö 
(1983) in the form of what they call ”generative planning” . This is a 
processual undertaking in which administrators and local people constantly 
interact with the plans being questioned and also reformulated.

Another discussion with similar purposes focuses on people’s participation. 
In a publication for the ILO, Oakley and Marsden ( 1984) distinguish between 
two types of participation, ”mobilization” and ”empowering” . People are 
”mobilized” when the main decisions have already been taken, but their 
participation is considered necessary for the achievement of the economic or 
other goals set in the plans. People’s participation is then seen as a means to 
achieve certain goals. Their opinions are looked for and they are allowed to 
influence some of the decisions and certain parts of the shaping of the 
activity.

”Empowering” is a completely different matter. Participation as em
powering means a process by which people achieve power over the resources 
which are necessary to guarantee their livelihood. Participation, in this 
context, is taken as the object of the endeavour, because the participants will 
then be in charge of whatever programme will be introduced. The question is, 
of course, whether the local community can be empowered without planners 
and implementors losing their influence. In the final analysis the issue of who 
should, in actual fact, wield power with regard to both plans and their 
implementation may be what the whole planning process is all about.



Survey o f  Households in Ashena

Household no: Member of PC: Yes /  No

1. Name of Household Head:
2. Position, if any, in the PA:
3. Position, if any, in the PC:
4. Age:

a) 15-19 b) 20-29 c) 30-39 d) 40-49
e) 50-59 0  60-69 g) above 70

5. Literacy and Education:
a) Does not read and write b) Can read and write 
c) G rades 1-3 d) 4-6 e) 7-8 f) 9-12

6. Area of origin:
a) Same b) Other, w h ere____________

7. 1st language of the HH head:
a) Amarinja b) Agawinja c) Other, specify__________

8. Area of land cultivated n o w :_________  kada
9. Cultivated land before the land reform:

a) more than above b) less than above c) same as above 
10. Income in 1971 EC:

K ind o f  Crop A m ount in Quintals



11. Income in 1972 EC: 
K ind o f  Crop

12. D o you have your own draught oxen:
a) No b) Yes, how many:

13. D o you use chemical fertilizers, pesticides or other external inputs:
a) Yes b) No c) Only fertilizer

14. D o you have a radio:
a) Yes b) No

Member of PC herself as a woman/wife: Yes No
15. Name of the wife
16. Position, if any, in the P A : __
17. Position, if any, in the PC:
18. Position, if any, in the WA:
19. Age:

a) 15-19 b) 20-29 c) 30-39 d) 40-49
e) 50-59 f) 60-69 g) above 70

20. Literacy and Education:
a) Does not read and write b) Can read and write 
c) Grades 1-3 d) 4-6 e) 7-8 0  9-12

21. Area of Origin:
a) Same b) Other, where

22. 1st language of the wife:
a) Amarinja b) Agawinja c) Other, specify

23. How many daughters do you have at home:
N um ber Age 

0-4 
5-9 
10-14 
above 15



24. How many sons do you have at home:
Num ber Age 

0-4 
5-9 
10-14 
above 15

25. How many daughters go to school:  Grades:
26. How many sons go to school: ________ Grades:
27. Does any of your children hold a position in the PYA:

a) Yes, specify________  b) No
28. Are there any other members of the household including servants:

a) Yes b) No
29. If yes specify their relationship to the husband or wife:

1.
2 .

3.
4.

30. Total household size : ______ ______



Budget fo r  an As hena PC  Household 1981
Consisting o f  husband, wife and 4 children with no animals.

IN C O M E  FR O M  PC

Crop AM C Salary Value
Price/Q uint in Q uint o f Prod.

Teff 40:- 4.42 176:80
Finger millet 21:- 2.00 42:00
Barley 25:-(priv.) 0.76 19:00
Chickpeas 32:- 0.07 2:24
W heat 39:- 2.00 78:00

Total 9.25 318:04

IN C O M E  FR O M  PRIV A TE PLO T

Crop AM C Production Value
Price/Q uint. in Q uin t o f Prod.

Maize 21:- 3.50 73:50

Potatoes 24:- 2.00 48:50

Total 5.50 122:-

Total income: 440:04 Birr
Total crop production: 14.75 Q uintals



Land-Use Plans, Production Results 
and Distribution o f  Production o f  

the Ashena Producers Cooperative 1979-1983.

1979-80 PRO DUCTIO N

Crop Area Obtained Yield
planted in ha Quint/ha Total/ha

Teff 35.00 9.90 348.00
Barley 3.25 5.20 17.00
W heat 11.25 20.00 220.00
Finger millet 2.00 9.10 18.18
Nug 11.22 3.10 35.00
Chickpeas 2.50 2.40 6.00

1980-81 PLAN

Crop Area in ha Expected yield
Quint/ha Quint/total

Teff 60 10 600
Barley 5 16 80
W heat 40 10 400
Finger millet 5 10 50
Nug 20 5 100
Chickpeas 6 12 72
Green pepper 1 20 20
Potatoes 1 120 120



Crop Area 
planted in ha

Obtained Yield 
Quint/ha Quint/total

Teff 55 5.10 278.00
Barley 5 10.60 53.00
W heat 40 5.30 212.70
Finger millet 5 14.20 71.00
Nug 20 1.50 30.78
Chickpeas 6 2.25 13.50
Green pepper - - -
Potatoes 1 13.00 13.00

1980-81 D ISTR IBU TIO N  OF INCO M E

Crop To members For seeds For sale

Teff 221.00 37.00 20.00
Barley 47.40 5.60 -
W heat 121.00 37.70 54.00
Finger millet 66.00 5.00 -
Nug - 3.30 27.48
Chickpeas 2.00 2.50 9.00
Potatoes 13.00 - -

1981-82 PLAN

Crop Area Expected Yield
in ha Quint/ha Quint/total

Teff 51.0 8 408
Barley 5.0 4 20
W heat 40.0 10 400
Finger millet 5.0 8 40
Nug 20.0 3 60
Potatoes 0.5 40 20



Crop Area O btained Yield
planted in ha Q uin t/ha Q uin t/to tal

Teff 51.00 6.40 328.45
Barley 7.00 6.12 42.84
W heat 40.00 5.50 221.00
Finger millet 5.00 14.80 74.00
Nug 13.00 2.40 30.60
Potaoes 0.50 40.00 20.00

1981-82 D IS T R IB U T IO N  O F  IN C O M E

Crop To members F or seeds F or sale

Teff 260.45 28.0 40.0
Barley 34.84 8.0 -
W heat 159.00 32.0 30.0
Finger millet 74.00 - -

Nug - 3.6 27.0
Potatoes 10.00 10.0 -

1982-83 PLA N

Crop A rea in ha Expected yield
Q uin t/ha Y ield/ha

Teff 58.00 8.00 464.0
Barley 7.00 7.00 49.0
W heat 30.10 9.97 300.0
Nug 29.00 2.00 58.0

Source: Ashena PC Office in 1981 and a revisit in November 1982 as well as 
calculations based on these figures.



Bibliography

A lem neh D ejene. 1987.
Peasants, A grarian Socialism  an d  R ural D evelopm ent in E thiopia. Boulder 
and London: W estview  Press.

A lu la  A bate , 1983.
P easan t A ssociations and Collective A griculture in E thiopia: Prom ise and 
Perform ance. Journal o f  African S tudies, 10 (3):97-108.

A lu la  A bate and F assil K iros. 1983.
A grarian reform , structural change and rural developm ent in E thiopia. In 
A grarian reform in contem porary developing countries. A .K . G hose, ed. 
N ew  York: S t M artin ’s Press.

A ste r A kalu. 1982.
The Process o f  L a n d  N ationaliza tion  in E thiopia: L a n d  N ationaliza tion  
and the P easants. Lund: A c ta  Regiae Societatis H um aniorum  Litterarum  
Lundensis.

Bauer, D .E . 1975.
F o r  w ant o f an Ox...: L and. C apital and Social Stratification in Tigre. In 
Proceedings o f  the F irst United S ta tes Conference on E thiopian Studies
1973. H. M arcus, ed. E a s t Lansing: A frican Studies C enter, M ichigan State 
U niversity.

Bender, D .R . 1967.
A  Refinem ent o f the C oncept o f Household: Fam ilies, Co-residence and 
D om estic  Functions. Am erican A nthropologist, 69:493-504.

Bengtsson, В. 1983.
R ural D evelopm ent Research an d  A gricultural Innovations: A com parative  
study o f  agricultural changes in a historical perspective, an d  agricultural 
research p o lic y  fo r  rural developm ent. U ppsala: Swedish U niversity o f 
A gricultural Sciences.

Bjerén, G . 1985.
M igration  to Shashem ane: E thnicity, gender and occupation in urban 
E th iop ia . U ppsala: Scandinavian Institute o f A frican Studies.

B oserup, E . 1970.
W om an’s R o le  in E conom ic D evelopm ent. N ew  York: St. M artin ’s 
Press.

Brox, O. 1971.
G enerativ  Planlegging. (M im eo.) Bergen: Sosialantropologisk Institutt.



C a n d a n , F . 1974.
Econom ic M an and Econom ic D evelopm ent. In R ethinking M odern ization: 
A nthropological Perspectives. John  S. Poggie J r  and R .N . Lynch, eds 
London: G reenw ood Press.

C entral S tatistical Office. 1980.
S tatistical A bstract, E thiopia. A ddis A beba.

C ham bers, R. 1983.
R ural Developm ent: Putting the L a s t First, London: Longman.

C hayanov, A .V . 1966 (1925).
P easan t F arm  O rganization. In A. V. C hayanov on The Theory o f  P easant 
E conom y. D . T hom er, B. K erblay and R .E .F . Smith, eds. H om ew ood, 111.: 
The A nerican Economic A ssociation/R ichard  D . Irwin.

C ohen J and P.Koehn. 1980.
E thiopian P rovincial and M unicipal governm ent: Im perial Patterns and  
P ostrevolutionary Changes. E a s t Lansing: A frican Studies C enter, M ichi
gan S tate University.

C ohen J. and N .I .Isaksson. 1987.
V illagization in the A rsi Region o f  E thiopia. Uppsala: Swedish University 
o f A gricultural Sciences.

C ohen J. and D .W ein traub . 1975.
L a n d  an d  p easan ts in im perial E thiopia: The socia l background to a 
revolution. A ssen: Van G orcum .

Crum m ey D. 1981.
Wbmen and L anded P roperty  in G ondarine  E th iop ia. In ternational Journal 

o f  African H istorical Studies, 14:445-465.

D ahl G . and A .H jort. 1984.
D evelopm ent as M essage and M eaning. E thn os, 49: 165- 185, Stock
holm.

D avenport, W . 1959.
N onunilinear D escen t and D escen t G roups. Am erican A nthropologist, 61: 
557-572.

D essalegn R ahm eto. 1984.
A grarian Reform in E th iopia . U ppsala: Scandinavian Institute o f  A frican 
Studies.

D irectives... 1979.
D irectives issued to establish socialism  in rural E th iop ia . A ddis Zem en 
(A m haric daily) o f Sene 19, 1971 (June 26, 1979), A ddis A beba.

D ore, R .F . 1971.
M odern C ooperatives in T raditional C om m unities. In  Two B lades o f  G rass. 
P. W orsley, ed. M anchester: M anchester U niversity  Press.

D oresse, J . 1959 (1956).
E thiopia . London: E lck Books.

D om er, P . 1977. (E d.)
Cooperative an d  Com mune: Group F arm ing in the E conom ic D evelopm ent



o f  Agriculture. M adison: T he U niversity  o f W isconsin Press.

D om er, P . and D . K anel 1977.
Introduction: Som e Econom ic and A dm inistrative Issues in G roup  Farm ing. 
In  Cooperative an d  Commune: Group F arm ing in the E conom ic D evelop
m ent o f  A griculture. P . D om er, ed. M adison: T he U niversity  o f W isconsin 
Press.

Ellis, G . 1980.
L and Tenancy Reform  in E thiopia: A  R etrospective A nalysis. Econom ic  
D evelopm ent an d  C ultural Change, 28 :523-545.

E llm an, M . 1981.
A gricultural P roductivity  under Socialism . W orld D evelopm ent, 9 :979-989.

F assil K iras. 1984.
M obilizing the Peasantry  for R ural D evelopm ent: T he E th iopian  Experim ent 
in Progress. In  Proceedings o f  the Seventh In ternational Conference o f  
E thiopian Studies. S. R ubenson, ed. U ppsala: Scandinavian Institute o f 
A frican Studies.

F reem an, J . 1958.
T he Fam ily  System  of the Iban  o f Borneo. In  The D evelopm ental Cycle in 
D om estic  Groups. J . G oody, ed. C am bridge: C am bridge U niversity 
Press.

G aleski, B. 1972.
B asic Concepts o f  R ura l Sociology. M anchester: M anchester University 
Press.
-  1977.
T he M odels o f Collective Farm ing. In  Cooperative and Com m une. P. 
D om er, ed. M adison: T he U niversity o f W isconsin Press.

G am st, F .C . 1969.
The Qemant: A Pagan-H ebraic P easantry o f  E th iopia . N ew  York: Holt, 
R inehart and W inston.
-  1988
The Q em an t D om estic  Cycle: A m bilineality and Tim e. Paper presented a t 
the X th  International Conference on E thiopian Studies, Paris.

G eb re-W o ld  Ingida W orq, 1962.
E th iop ia’s T raditional System  o f Land T enure  and T axation . E thiopia  
Observer. 5(4):302-339.

Gellner, E . 1977.
Patrons and Clients. In P atrons an d  Clients. E . G ellner and J. W aterbury , 
eds. London: D uckw orth.

G oldschm idt, W . and E . Jacobson  Kunkel. 1971.
T he Structure o f the P easan t Fam ily . Am erican A nthropologist, 73: 
1058-1076.

G oody, J . 1958.
The F ission  o f D om estic  G roups among the Lo D agaba. In  The D evelop
m ental Cycle in D om estic  Groups. J. G oody , ed. Cambridge: Cambridge 
U niversity Press.



G ryseels G . and M .R  G oe. 1984.
Energy flows on sm allholder farm s in the E thiopian  highlands. ILC A  
B ulletin, N o 17 (January).

G udem an, S. 1978.
The D em ise  o f  a R ural E conom y: From  Subsistence to C aptia lism  in a 
L atin  A m erican Village. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

H aglund, L. 1980 a.
D istribution  o f L and and F arm  Im plem ents am ong the farm ers o f  E thiopia  
with a  special reference to traction  power. U npublished ms. A ddis Abeba: 
M inistry  o f A griculture.
-  1980 b.
Some Thoughts on A gricultural O rganization and R eform  in G enera l and the 
A gricultural D evelopm ent o f E th iop ia  in Particu lar. U npublished ms. Addis 
A beba: M inistry  o f A griculture.

H arriss, J . 1982.
G eneral Introduction. In R ural Developm ent, Theories o f  P easant E conom y  
an d  Agrarian Change, J . H arriss, ed. London: H utchinson U niversity.

H edlund, H . 1988. (E d)
C ooperatives R evisited . U ppsala: Scandinavian Institute o f  A frican S tu
dies.

H oben, A . 1963.
T he role o f am bilineal descent groups in G ojjam  A m hara  social organization. 
U npublished Ph .D . d issertation. U niversity o f C alifornia a t Berkeley.
-  1970.
Social Stratification in traditional A m hara  society. In  Socia l Stratification  
in A frica. A. T uden  and L. Plotnicov, eds. N ew  York: The True Press.
-  1973.
L a n d  tenure am ong the A m hara o f  E thiopia: the D ynam ics o f  C ognatic  
D escent. Chicago: U niversity  o f C hicago Press.

H ultin , J . 1987.
The L on g  Journey: E ssa ys on H istory, D escen t an d  L a n d  am ong the M acha  
Orom o. U ppsala: D epartm en t o f  C ultural A nthropology.

H um phrey, C . 1983.
K a rl M a rx  Collective: E conom y, society an d  religion in a  Siberian  
collective fa rm .  Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity  Press.

Hyden, G . 1982 (1980)
B eyond U jam aa in Tanzania: U nderdevelopm ent an d  an U ncaptured  
Peasantry. London: H einem ann.

IF A D  1986.
International F u n d  for A gricultural D evelopm ent, S taff A ppraisal Report, 
E th iopia, Special C ountry  Program .

IL C A  1984 a.
Bulletin N o  17. A ddis A beba: In ternational Livestock C enter for A frica.
-  1984 b.
Bulletin N o  18. A ddis A beba: In ternational L ivestock C enter for Africa.



Jarvie, I .C . 1967 (1964).
The R evolution in A nthropology. London: Routledge and K egan Paul.
-  1972.
Concepts an d  Society. London: Routledge and K egan Paul.

K eesing, R. 1981.
Cultural A nthropology: A contem porary perspective. N ew  York: Holt, 
R inehart and W inston.

K rantz, L. forthcoming.
P easant D ifferentiation. Stockholm : Stockholm  Studies in Social A nthro
pology.

L each, E .R . 1967.
A n  anthropologist’s reflections on a social survey. In A nthropologists in the 
Field. D .G . Jongm ans and P .C .W . G utkind, eds. Assen: Van G orcum .

Levine, D .N . 1972 (1965).
W ax and Gold: Tradition an d  Innovation in E thiopian Culture. Chicago: 
The University o f C hicago Press.
-  1974.
Greater E thiopia: The E volution o f  a M ultiethn ic Society. Chicago: The 
U niversity  o f C hicago Press.

Lexander, A . 1968.
The changing rural society in A  russiland -  som e findings from a field study. 
Asella: C A D U  -  publication  B:7.
-  1970.
Land ow nership, tenancy and social organization in the W ajji area. Asella: 
C A D U  -  publication  B:50.

M arkakis, J . 1974.
Ethiopia: A n a tom y o f  a traditional p o lity . A ddis A beba: Oxford University 
ftess .

Marris, P. 1974.
L oss and Change. London: Routledge and K egan Paul.

M ekonnen G etu . 1987.
Socialism , P articipation an d  Agricultural D evelopm ent in Post-R evolu
tionary E thiopia . Stockholm: A lm qvist och W iksell International.

M engistu W oube. 1986.
Problem s o f  L a n d  Reform Im plem entation in R ural E thiopia: A case study  
o f  Dejen an d  W olm era districts. U ppsala: D epartm ent o f H um an G eo 
graphy.

M essing S. 1957.
The highland p la teau  A m hara o f  E th iopia . U npublished P h .D . dissertation. 
U niversity  o f  Chicago.

M inistry  o f A griculture, E thiopia. 1977/78 .
A gricultural Sam ple Survey. A ddis A beba.
-  1984.
G eneral A gricultural Survey. Prelim inary R eport, 1983/84 . Vol.I. A ddis 
Abeba: P lanning and Program m ing D epartm ent.



M in u , S .W . and E .R . W olf. 1967.
A n analysis o f ritual co-parenthood (com padrazgo). In Peasant Society: A 
R eader. J .M . P o tter, M .N . D iaz and G .M . Foste r, eds. Boston: L ittle, Brown 
and Gbmpany.

M itchell, C. 1983.
C ase and situation analysis. Sociological R eview  31: 189-211.

N ash , J. and N .S . H opkins. 1976.
Introduction. In Anthropological A pproaches to the S tudy o f  Cooperatives, 
Collectives an d  Self-M anagem ent. J . N ash  and N .S . H opkins, eds. The 
Hague: M outon Publishers.

N D R P . 1976
N ational D em ocratic  R evolution Program . A ddis A beba: the Provisional 
M ilitary  A dm inistrative Council o f E thiopia.

N egus sie W oldem icael. 1984.
A  Review o f A grarian Reform  and R ural D evelopm ent in E thiopia. Asella: 
A R D U  publication  N o  25.

N ekby, B. 1971.
C A D U  -  en etiopisk  utm aning. Stockholm : Prism a.

Office o f the Population and H ousing C ensus Com m ission. 1984.
E thiopia  1984: Population an d  H ousing. Vol I. A ddis A beba.

Paine, R. 1971.
A  Theory  o f Patronage and Brokerage. In P atrons an d  Brokers in the E a st 
Arctic. R. Paine, ed. Toronto: M em orial U niversity  o f Newfoundland.
-  1974.
A nthropological A pproaches to  Friendship. In  The Com pact: Selected  
D im ensions o f  Friendship. E . L eyton, ed. Toronto: M em orial U niversity  of 
N ew foundland.

Pankhurst, R. 1968.
E conom ic H istory  o f  E thiopia 1800-1935. A ddis A beba: H S I University 
Press.

Perham  M. 1948.
The Governm ent o f  E th iop ia , London: F ab e r and Faber.

Poluha, E . 1980.
A  Study in T w o E thiopian W oredas on the Econom ic A ctivities o f Peasan t 
W om en and T heir Role in R ural D evelopm ent. U npublished ms. Addis 
A beba: Swedish International D evelopm ent A uthority.
-  1988.
T he Producers C ooperative as an O ption for W om en: a case study from 
E thiopia. In  C ooperatives R evisited  H. H edlund, ed. U ppsala: The 
Scandinavian Institute o f A frican Studies.
-  1989.
R isks, Trees, Security: A baseline study o f  B eddedo, a P easant A ssociation  
in W ollo. U ppsala: Swedish U niversity o f  A gricultural Sciences.

Popper, E .R . 1963.
The Open Society  an d  I ts E nem ies. V ol.II. London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul.



Proclam ation  N o  31 o f 1975.
A  P roclam ation  to  provide for the public ow nership o f  rural lands. A ddis 
Abeba: P rovisional M ilitary  A dm inistrative C ouncil o f E thiopia.

P roclam ation  N o  71 o f 1975.
A  Proclam ation  to provide for the organization and consolidation of peasan t 
associations. A ddis A beba: Provisional M ilitary  A dm inistrative Council o f 
E thiopia.

P roclam ation N o  138 o f 1978.
A  Proclam ation  to provide for the establishm ent o f cooperative societies. 
A ddis A beba: Provisional M ilitary  A dm inistrative Council o f E thiopia.

P roclam ation N o  223 o f 1982.
A  P roclam ation  to provide for the consolidation o f peasan t associations. 
A ddis A beba: Provisional M ilitary  A dm inistrative Council o f E thiopia.

R abo, A . 1986.
Change on the Euphrates: Villagers, Townsm en an d  E m ployees in 
north-east S yria . Stockholm : Stockholm  Studies in Social A nthropology.

Raikės, P . 1982 (1978).
T he state and the peasantry  in T anzania. In  R u ra l D evelopm ent, Theories o f  
p ea sa n t econom y an d  agrarian change, J. H arriss, ed. London: H utchinson 
U niversity.

R eed, E .P . 1977.
Introducing G roup  Farm ing in Less D eveloped C ountries: Som e Issues. In 
C ooperative an d  Com mune: Group Farm ing in the E conom ic D evelopm ent 
o f  Agriculture. P . D om er, ed. M adison: T he U niversity  o f W isconsin 
Press.

R em inick R .A . 1973.
T he M anze A m hara  o f E thiopia: A  Study o f A uthority , M asculinity  and 
Sociality. U npublished Ph .D . dissertation. T he U niversity  o f Chicago.
-  1975.
T he Structure and Functions o f Religious Belief among the A m hara  of 
E thiopia. In  Proceedings o f  the F irst United S ta tes Conference on E thiopian  
Studies 1973. H . M arcus, ed. E a s t Lansing: A frican S tudies C enter, 
M ichigan S tate U niversity.

R obertson, A .F . 1984.
P eople and the State: A n A nthropology o f  P lanned D evelopm ent. C am 
bridge: C am bridge U niversity  Press.

Rogers, B. 1980.
The D om estication  o f  Women: D iscrim ation  in D eveloping Societies. 
London: T avistock Publications.

Sahlins. M  1972.
Stone A ge E conom ics. Chicago: A ldine-A therton Inc.

Schwab, P. 1970.
Rebellion in G ojjam  Province, E thiopia. The C anadian Journal o f  African  
Studies, 4 :249-56.
-  1972.



D ecision -M aking in E thiopia: A study o f  the p o litica l process. London: C. 
H urst and Co.

Scott, J .C . 1976.
The M o ra l E conom y o f  the Peasant: R ebellion and Subsistence in 
Sou theast A sia . N ew  Haven: Yale U niversity  Press.
-  1977.
Patronage or E xploitation. In P atrons an d  C lients. E . G ellner and J. 
W aterbury , eds. London: D uckworth.

Shanin, T . 1971 a.
P easants and P easant Societies. H arm ondsw orth: Penguin Books.
-  1971 b.
C ooperation and collectivization:the case o f E aste rn  E urope. In Two B lades  
o f  G rass. P . W orsley, ed. M anchester: M anchester U niversity  Press.
-  1974.
The N ature  and Logic o f the peasan t econom y I: A  generalization. Journal o f  
Peasant S tudies, I (2):63- 80.

Silverm an S. 1977.
Patronage as m yth. In Patrons an d  Clients. E . G ellner and J. W aterbury , 
eds. London: D uckw orth.

Soviet Studies 1969.
Vol. 20 N o  1.

Sperry, D . 1975.
Law and the Religious Com m unity. In  Proceedings o f  the F irst United States  
Conference on E thiopian S tudies 1973. H . M arcus, ed. E as t Lansing: 
A frican Studies C enter, M ichigan S tate  U niversity.

Stryjnan, Y. 1981.
Self-M anagem ent: T he C ase o f the K ibbutz. W orking Papers. Stockholm: 
Sw edish C enter for W orking Life.

Ståhl, M . 1974.
E thiopia: P olitica l C ontradictions in A gricultural D evelopm ent. S tock
holm: R abén & Sjögren.
-  1977.
N ew  Seeds in O ld  Soil: a study o f  the land reform process in Western 
W ollega. R esearch  R eport, N o  40. U ppsala: T he Scandinavian Institu te o f 
A frican Studies.
-  forthcoming.
C apturing the Peasan ts Through C ooperatives: T he C ase of E thiopia. 
N ortheast African Studies and L u n d  Studies in Geography.

Sörbö, G .M . 1983.
Planlegging, Forskning Og U tvikling. Oslo O ccasional Papers in Socia l  
Anthropology, N o  7:63-92.

T adesse T am rat. 1972.
Church an d  S ta te  in E thiopia, 1270-1527. Oxford: C larendon Press.
-  1982.
Feudalism  in H eaven and on E arth : Ideology and Political Structure in 
M edieval E thiopia. P ap er presented a t the V llth  International congress o f 
E th iopian  Studies, Lund.



Talle, A . 1982.
K vinner og utvikling. Oslo O ccasional Papers in S ocia l A nthropology, N o 
7:45-62.
-  1988.
Women a t a L oss: Changes in M a a sa i Pastoralism  and their Effects on 
Gender R ela tions. Stockholm : Stockholm  Studies in Social Anthropology.

Tegegne Teka. 1988.
T he State and R ural C ooperatives in E thiopia. In  C ooperatives R evisited. H. 
H edlund, ed. U ppsala: Scandinavian Institu te o f  A frican Studies.

Tesfaye Teklu. 1979.
Socio-Econom ic C onditions in D angella  1977 (A  Prelim inary Baseline 
Report). R esearch R eport N o  28, A ddis A beba: Institute o f D evelopm ent 
R esearch.

T obisson E . 1986.
F am ily  D ynam ics A m ong the K uria: A gro-P astoralists in Northern  
Tanzania. Göteborg: A cta  U niversitatis Gothoburgensis.

W allm an, S. 1974.
K inship, А -K inship, A nti-K inship: V ariations in the Logic o f K inship 
Situations. In The Com pact: Selected D im ensions o f  F riendship. E . Leyton, 
ed. Toronto: M em orial U niversity o f  N ew foundland.
-  1977.
Introduction. In Perceptions o f  D evelopm ent. S .W allm an, ed. Cambridge: 
C am bridge U niversity Press.
-  1984.
E ight L ondon H ouseholds. London: Tavistock Publications.

W eissleder, W . 1965.
The Political Ecology of A m hara  D om ination. U npublished Ph .D . disser
tation. U niversity o f Chicago.

W estergaard , P .W . 1970.
C ooperatives in T anzan ia  as econom ic and dem ocratic institutions. In 
Cooperatives an d  rural developm ent in E a st Africa. C .G. W idstrand, ed. 
U ppsala: The Scandinavian Institute o f African Studies.

W estphal, E . 1975.
Agricultural System s in E th iopia . W ageningen: Center for Agricultural 
Publishing and Docum entation.

W harton , C .R . 1971.
Risk, U ncerta in ty  and the Subsistence Farm er: Technological Innovation 
and R esistance to C hange in the C ontext o f  Survival. In Studies in E conom ic  
Anthropology, G . D alton, ed. W ashington D C : A m erican  A nthropological 
A ssociation.

W idstrand, C .G . 1970 a.
Introduction. In Cooperatives an d  R ural D evelopm ent in E a st Africa. C .G . 
W idstrand, ed. U ppsala: T he Scandinavian Institu te o f A frican Studies.
-  1970 b.
E fficiency and C ooperatives. In  Cooperatives a n d  R ural D evelopm ent in 
E a st Africa. C .G . W idstrand, ed. U ppsala: T he Scandinavian Institute o f



A frican Studies.
-  1972.
Introduction. In  African Cooperatives and Efficiency, C .G . W idstrand, ed. 
U ppsala: T he Scandinavian Institute o f  A frican Studies.

W ildavsky, A . 1973.
If  Planning is E verything, M aybe it's  Nothing. P olicy  Sciences, 4 :127-153.

W iik, R .R. and N etting, R. M c.C . 1984.
Households: Changing Form s and Functions. In C om parative an d  H istori
cal S tudies o f  the D om estic  Group. R .M cC . N etting, R. W iik and 
E .A m ould , eds. Berkeley: University o f California Press.

W o lfE .R . 1966.
P easants. London: Prentice-H all.

W orsley  P. 1971. (E d.)
Two B lades o f  G rass. M anchester: M anchester University Press.





207



208





Stockholm Studies in Social Anthropology

1. C aym anian  Politics: Structure and Style in C hanging Island Society by U lf  H annerz.
1974.

2. H aving H erds: Pastoral H erd  G row th  and H ousehold  Econom y by Gudrun D a h l an d  A nders
H jort. 1976.

3. T he Patron  and the Panca: Village Values and P ancayat D em ocracy  in N epal by B engt-E rik
B orgström . 1976.

4. E thnicity  and M obilisation in Sami Politics by Tom Svensson. 1976.
5. M arket, M osque and M afraj: Social Inequality in a Yem eni Tow n bv Tom as Gerholm .

1977.
6. The C om m unity A part: A C ase  Study o f a C anad ian  Indian R eserve Com m unity by Yngve G.

L ithm an. 1978. (A vailable from the University o f M anitoba Press).
7. Savanna Town: Rural T ies and U rban O pportunities in N orthern  K enya by Anders H jort.

1979.
8. Sufferring G rass: Subsistence and Society o f W aso  B orana by G udrun D ahl. 1979.
9. N orth to A nother Country: The F orm ation  o f a Suroyoyo Com m unity in Sweden by U lf

B jörklund. 1981.
10. C atching the Tourist: W om en H andicraft T raders in G am bia  by Ulla Wagner. 1982.
11. T he Practice o f U nderdevelopm ent: E conom ic D evelopm ent Projects in a C anadian  Indian

Reserve Com m unity by Yngve G. L ithm an . 1983.
12. Evil E ye or Bacteria: Turkisk M igrant W om en and Swedish H ealth  C are  by Lisbeth Sachs.

1983.
13. W om en of the Barrio: C lass and G ender in a  Colom bian C ity bv K ristina Bohm an.

1984.
14. C onflict and Com pliance: C lass C onsciousness am ong Swedish W orkers by M ona

R osendahl. 1985.
15. C hange on the E uphrates: Villagers, Tow nsm en and Em ployees in N o rtheast Syria by

A nnika R abo. 1986.
16. M orally  U nited and Political D ivided: T he C hinese C om m unity o f Penang by Claes

H allgren. 1987.
17. In the Stockholm  Art W orld by D eborah E ricson. 1988.
18. Shepherds, W orkers, Intellectuals: C ulture and C entre-Periphery  Relationships in a

Sardinian Village by P eter Schw eizer. 1988.
19. W om en at a Loss: C hanges in M aasai Pastoralism  and their Effects on G ender Relations by

A u d  Talle. 1988.
20. F irs t W e A re People . . .  : T he K oris o f  K anpur betw een C aste  and C lass by Stefan M olund.

1988.
22. Left H and  Left Behind: T he Changing G ender System  o f a Barrio in Valencia, Spain by

B ritt-M arie Thurén. 1988.
23. C entral Planning and Local Reality: The C ase o f a Producers C ooperative in E thiopia by

E va Poluha. 1989.

Available from SSSA
Department of Social Anthropology 
University of Stockholm 
S-106 91 Stocholm

N A L K A S B O K E N  FÖRLAG ·  PIPERSG A TAN  4 ·  11224 ST O C K H O L M  ·  TEL 08-539533


