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KEY TO THE TRANSLITERATION SYSTEM

Symbols: The following simple symbols are used in the text for the
transliteration of Ethiopian words ini none linguistic articles to produce the
correct sound. This transliteration system is adapted from the Department
of History at Addis Ababa University.

Vowels Symbols Example
1< order (Geez) a zafana
2rdorder (Ka'eb) u hulu
3rdorder (Sales I hid
4thorder (Rabe a rarra
5thorder (Hames) e bet
6thorder (Sades) e eger
Thorder (Sabe) 0 hod

Consonants Symbols Example
§ fifi sasa
q tf'fl qob
cha TFI'T fl chabachaba
n W nonno
z gaz
y yetaye
j sncs' jabama
t a\a fata
9ha a.uim ~habata
8§ 8a8at

mwa lamwa
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PREFACE

Considering the number of individuals actively involved and the
scholarly works on the field Ethiopian history could claim to have been
se.cureI}/ established in academic institutions. Howeyer,.Et,hmﬁlan history
still suffers from some serious lacunae, one of which is in the realm of
social history. The most serious lacunae in Ethiopian historiography is the
neglect of the ordinary citizen as subject of study. A shift of emphasis in
scholarly concern to social history to dispel the old fixation on political
and economic history remains a challenging task. This study is intended
as a modest contribution to the social history of Ethiopia by making the
peasantry and the landless and highly impoverished class of people called
zega a focus of study in Eastern Gojjam. The peasantry is a subject of
great interest for us since it was the peasantry that carried the whole

urden of the social order through the fruits of itS labor.

A range of historical methods were used for the purpose of
reconstr_uctmf; the historical knowleddge about the dynamics of the socio-
economic relationships between lord and peasant and zePa in Eastern
Gojjam in the Rerlod covered here. The first method involved extensive
library - research so as to gather information from published and
unpublished primary and secondary documentary sources. Cond_uctlnF
library work on the  theme of the thesis helped me frame the project. It
also enabled me to have sufficient background knowledge about the
subject of my studr. . _

Two scholarly works that enlightened me qreatlg deserve special
mention. Professor Crummey’s recent book entitled Land and Society
spannmg_many. centuries and scanning many regions is one of them. The
second |dghly illuminative and brilliantly original work is Dr. Tekalign’s
doctoral dissertation on the political economy of the modem Ethiopian
state as it existed in the twentieth centur?/. He gave me his dissertation and
other pertinent readings directly relevant to my studY area. Dr. Tekalign’s
doctoral dissertation does not directly fall within the time frame of my
dissertation. However, like Prof. Crummey, he has given a very detailed
and masterful interpretation of the land tenure system of the imperial era,
especially of southern Ethiopia. The publication of Crummey’s Land and
Soclety came as a pleasant surprise to me. This work was pertinent to the
kind of work | was intending to do. Though he was unaware of the
existence of the institution of zegenat, which is one of the central themes
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of my study, this thesis has benefited very immensely from his work.
Many of my previous uncertainties on what Tekall%n calls the “state’s
revekrsmnary right” to land have been cleared up thanks to Tekalign’s
work,

The Department of History, my second home, together with the
ISAIO, offered me a unique oppartunity to conduct research in Rome and
Naples. My research in Rome and Naples proved very rewarding and
amongst the best time in my life. The ISAIQ library in Rome was the right
place to make pertinent readmgs on the themes of my study. It is an
excellent I|bra2/ with large number of collections not only on Ethiopia but
also on other African countries. The University of Naples has also some
of the best missionary and travel hooks and accounts on EthIOPIa
including the study area, Eastern Gojjam. | also re]I?IOUS[y consulted
every journal | could find specially the gou_rnal_s, History in Africa: A
Journal of Methods and the Rassegna Studi Etiopici, in"Naples. Early
issues of both journals could be found in AAU, but the recent volumes of
these journals are impossible to fmd..SBemaI emphasis was given to
journals and materials which are not available or hardly accessible or both
|Sn, g_lther the Kennedy library of the AAU or the Institute of Ethiopian

tudies.

The archival canters of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
the Italian Geograi)hlcal Society in Rome have also rewarded the
researcher immensely though the material gathered is not integrated into
this study. No archival material in the Ministry goes deeper in time than
the second half of the nineteenth century. Gojjam captured the attention of
many Italians to the effect that large amount of documents were generated
on the region by them. King Takla-Haymanot enjoyed friendship with the
Italians and corresponded with them. I'was given permission to reproduce
all his letters to his Italian friends and other documents preserved in the
archive of the Ministry and the Italian Geographical Society. However, |
was not able to complete my research In the archive of the Italian
Geographical Society for shortagie of time. Nor was | able to visit the
Vatican Library because of the tense international situation at the time
when | was conducting research in Rome. .

The library research in Italy was followed by an extensive and
suRpIementary_readmg and research in the library” of the Institute of
Ethiopian Studies, The massive and dazzling colléction of microfilmed
documents deposited in the microfilm section of the IES library is of
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special importance for the study. No research on Gojjam could claim to be
complete which does not consult the microfilm material deﬁosued in the
IES. Much of the documents in the microfilm section of the library are
collected from various European libraries and archives esgeually from
Britain, France and Italg. However, some of the highly pertinent
documents like the Carte d’Abbadie 18 and 19 have unfortunately eluded
my efforts to get access to them. The IES has lost them. _

~Many other source materials from monasteries and churches in
Ethiopia were microfilmed or ﬁ_hoto_graphed and added to the IES
collection. Most of the photograpning job from the study area was done
bx Daniel Ayana in cooperation with Crummey and Shumet Sishagne. His
p otographmg activities provided the researcher a useful service .The fine
job Daniel did involved photographing property documents which exist as
marginal notes in manuscripts belonging o monasteries and churches in
the Study area. He has photogrthed massive new sources and documents
Pertment to the study of social relations and intergenerational property
ransfers amon% the rank of landowners.

The fact that index is not prepared for the proPerty documents meant
that it was necessary to go through the entire length of the photographed
or microfilm materials. Thus | worked m(}/ way through these materials in
the 1ES. Useful documents were traced in ‘this way and copied. The
temporal and spatial coverage of the property documents is not uniform,
There is ,ver)]{, little documentation for the period between 1800 and 1874
in the microfilm or photographic collection on Eastern Gojjam. In other
words there is an unfortunate congestion of proPerty documents in late
el(ﬁ_hteenth centug and the last quarter of the next century. This work has
relied for the facts and interpretation essentially on these Eroperty
documents microfilmed and photographed from Gojjam churches and
monasteries and deposited at the IES. | can confidently and proudlg say
that | have scrutinized all the pertinent microfilm materials at the IES. My
dissertation derives its originality from the use of these unexplored
Sources,

Of the rewardlnlg sources for this study Takla-lyasus provides a very
useful data on the relationship between lord and peasant. He was familiar
with the wide range of literature available in Gojjam. His well known
work on the history of Gojjam contains eyewitness or at least
contemporarr accounts for the ‘period considered since he wrote it by
referring to living witnesses to events. The second work of Takla-lyasus,
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which records the genealogx of the Eeople of Gojjam is a singular
document to the study of the social history of Eastern G(%JJam. The
customary socio-economic and political practices of the Gafat people,
which he compiled and appended in this manuscript, contains many
strands of custom with regard to land tenure and the relationship between
zegas and their landlords and the society. _ _

Travel literature forms another form of source material for this study.
However, travel literature tended to focus on the nobility and other social
elites with whom travelers had frequent contact. They provided and wrote
a wealth of information only on villages and the peasantry found along
trade routes and the immediate vicinity of towns and administrative
centers. The focus of writing of travelers is largely on dramatic
movements such as on military campaigns by lords into the countryside
that involved peasants. They provide insights into peasant obligation to
travelers. However, the normal Feasant life remained unr_eﬁotted. _

U.pdatlln? and supplementing library research with intensive and
extensive field study in Eastern Gojjam was necessary. Studym% oral
narratives could reconstruct the historical experience beyond described in
documents for the period and region under study. Thus library research
was followed by extended information gathering in the study area by
interviewing elders and workl_ngi on local records in churches and
monasteries. The field study ?/Ie ded the discovery of bulky property
documents and manuscripts. 1 found two of such unique manuscripts that
contain many precious documents in Martula-Maryam and Mota. The one
in Martula- Maryam was reproduced and the other in Mota copied by the
researcher. Moreover, the researcher has reproduced a manuscript that
contains many land %rant documents of the last quarter of the nineteenth
century found at Dabra-Marqos church. | was bale to use these sources
together with oral data collected through interviews by the researcher for
writing the dissertation. Combining oral data and documentary evidences
served the study well in the absence of rich documentary record. To put it
differently, combining oral and documentary sources made possible to
provide arich texture of historical detail.
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ABSTRACT

The land tenure system constituted a useful social element for
analyzing the socio-economic relationship between peasants and zegas
and “lords. The history of Peasants and a highly impoverished and
subordinate social class called zega is discussed in terms of their
relationship with other classes in the Social system. This study has focused
on introducing the institution olzegenat and delineating its implication on
class and the land tenure system. Zegenat provides a penetrating insight
into the nature of the rural society of Eastern Gojjam. o

~Apart from introducing zegenat into historical discourse on Ethiopia,
this study has sought to review the literature on the agrarian hlstorY of the
country. The institution has immense importance to offer judgment on the
nature"of the Ethiopian polity in the past and to determine whether or not
Prlvate property existed. The study challenges the long prevailing notion
hat sa{s gult” was_ not property right to land. Contrary to previous
assumptions, land including rest land, could be mort?aged, sold and
willed. Any work which denies any material base in land for the Ethiopian
ruling class is sustained by very flimsy evidence. The study has
fundamentally departed from these orthodoxies. Gult did not Simply
reﬁ_rese.nt the exPImtatlve tributary relationship between lord and peasarit
which is most often assumed to be. Private and communal property rights
in land did exist side-hy-side for a considerable time in historic Ethiopia.

_ The agrarian order of rural Eastern Gojjam was closely akin to the
social formation called feudal in Marxist termlnologiy. The’ rullnq elites
were in a stronger position to turn away permanently considerable land
from peasants to the control of corporate institutions and powerful
individuals as gult land. This study has also narrated the mechanism of
property transfer. The ways and means by which land and rights to land
were transferred took many forms. Lords hoIdmg, land on behalf of
churches exercised ownership rights including free disposal by sale. This
land transferred into the hands of social elites was usuall% worked by the
lahor of the zega, thou?h there was considerable number of peasants
working their own land. If the problem of Ethiopia’s economic stagnation
in the past is liked to be made comprehensible, zegenat, which flowered in
the second half of the 18h century, must be given a privileged position
and historical past in the agrarian Studies of the country. So far the recent
agrarian history of the country has been studied in the context of the
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emergence of the modem Ethiopian state and in the framework of the
political change in the country. However, this has so far Proved an
Impediment to a clear formulation of how the state operated socio-
economically, o

The study contends that the proFert ~system was not an impediment
to the economic ?rowth of the country historically. Moreover, there is a
bod% of empirical support to argue that the most efficient and effective
method of achieving rural agrarian capitalism and introducing agro-
industry is through encou_raFmg private owners. The country has to open
up for rural agbrarl_an capitalism and it can not achieve development and
food security by just multiplying the number of peasants and aIIowmg
unimpeded fragmentation. Private agrarian enterprises are naturally boun
to be efficient unlike state and ?ubllc controlled ones because the
operation of the former is relatively free from bureaucracy. In other words
the Eerformance and efficacy of private enterprises is determined by the
mart e} place which bespeak that they would be subject to automatic
control.



CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
11 The Geographical Setting

The name “Gojjam” has denoted different geographic units at different
times. Based on historical processes a distinction is made between
“Gojjam proper” and Gojjam in historical writing. In the medieval period
Gojjam referred to the area virtually enclosed by the Blue Nile River, the
broad geographical sweep extendlng1 from Lake Tana in the north to the
great eastern and southeastern bends of the same river. The Blue Nile
encircles the region, wmdmg around it so as to form a river peninsula.
From the 17ththrough to the 20hcentury, however, the name GOjjéim came
to refer to the much more restricted %eo raphical area within the Blue Nile
bend inhabited by the Amhara people.LThis R/rlovmce'consmted largely of
the districts around contemporary Bichana, Mota and Dabra-Marqos. In
short, Eastern Gojjam which will be studied in this thesis is virtually
equivalent to the province sometimes described as “Gojjam proper.™
Eastern Gojjam has strongly marked geographical teatures which have
deeply influenced its history. It is a region with very clear natural
boundaries, made up of rivers and mountains. The £hoge ‘mountain range
located at the centre of the region of Gojjam divides it into two major
watersheds. The summit of the range delimits the western and west central
boundaries of Eastern Gojjam from the provinces of Agaw-Meder and
Damot. The mountain rangé has also been an important !mgwstlc frontier.
The area west of the mountains was, and still is, inhabited by the Agaw
R/?ople whereas the eastern section Is thoroughly Amhara/ The £hoge
ountain constitutes the core of the whole région of _GOJ%am. Mount
Berhan, which rises to 4154m, forms the highest summit ot the Qhoge
mountain chain. There are also, among these mountain chains, some peaks
ascending to an elevation of about 4145m.4 These lofty mountain peaks
form magnificent scenery overlooking all the rest of the fand in the region.
The £hoge mountain massifs give rise to numerous rivers and
streams flowing in almost every direction: north, south, east and northeast.
Of special historical and geographical importance is the Blue Nile, locally
called Abay. Its deep and broad gorge has helped to define and articulate
the boundary of the region. It originates at Mount Gesa. At first the river
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flows northwards and enters Lake Jana. Leavmg Jana it runs east and
southeast, thereby forming a deep gorge and a definitive boundary that
separates Eastern Gojjam from Gondar, Wallo, Shawa and Wallaga,
almost literally encircling the borders of Gojjam in every direction except
in the west.5 L .
The river Abaya, one of the headwater tributaries of the Blue Nile,
constitutes the northwestern boundary of Eastern Gojjam. The river rises
in the northeastern section of the (%hoqe range. It flows northeastwards to
separate Eastern Gojjam from what was known as Me?ha, a small district
to the south and southeast of Lake Jana. In its lower course, Aba?/a forms
a deep and wide valley. Itjoins the Blue Nile at the latter’s northeastern
course. The Godeb is another river rising from the southern ridges of the
Qhoge mountain range. It separates Eastern Gojjam from Damot. Its
course is towards the south of the mountains and" it joins the Blue Nile
River at the latter’s southwestern course.6 _ o

The diverse geographical conditions of the region have had significance
for the proliferation of its agrarian regimes. These varying agro-climatic
conditions to?etherwnh historical processes were also decisive in shang
the settlement patterns, mode of lite and the socio-cultural patterns of the
rural population of Eastern Gojjam. Evidence from recent aero-
photographic studies of the agrarian landscape of Eastern GOij
including the Ohoge mountain massifs, reveals that the pattern of figld
strips and population distribution evolved in the distant past, perhaﬁs going
back to ancient times. On the basis of the interpretation of the aero-
i)hotographlc data, Marcaccini, who studied the features of the a?ra[lan
andscape of Eastern Gojjam, concluded that the system of field
management in the £hoge area and the patterns of field strips in the region
are suggestive of an old system of land management. The agrarian
|landscape was determined by the system of land use, which had developed
In ancient times and persisted right down to the 20thcentury.7

According to Marcaccini topography does not always seem to be a

particularly influential factor for determining the t}/ e of rural settlement,
One reason that he advances is the fact that different shades of field
patterns and settlement types ranging from entirely nucleated villages to
very sparse settlements could be observed within uniform morphological
conditions. He rlghtle/ concluded that the marked differences in” the
agrarian landscape of the same morphological conditions resulted from the
social regime of land use and historical events.8
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‘Marcaccini’s argument is confirmed by oral traditions and documentary
evidence, The propert% system that evolved over a long period of time in
the past had a strong bearing on the overall agrarian landscape. Although
its accuracy for the early period is doubtful, we have an older account of
the colonization of Eastern Gojjam by individual settlers going four
hundred years back. The oral history referring to this process of
colonization and peopling of Eastern thjam is recorded in the
geneanPlcaI book of Takla-lyasus (hereafter Takle for brevity), compiled
In the last decade of nineteenth century. Takle writes that the land in
Eastern Gojjam was divided on the basis of ambilineal devolution of the
generation of the early ancestors of the people, according to the operation
of the rest system of [and tenure.9 _

Based' on his interpretation of the aero-p_hqtograﬁhlcal data of
Eastern  Gojjam taken in_ 1957/8, Marcaccini delineated three
morphologically distinct agrarian regions which neatly fit into the three
traditional” divisions of agro-climatic zones; dag;ga, wayna-dagga and
qolla. However, the upper parts of the mountains o Qhoge and Goncha are
sEpeuflcaIIa/_wurth or frost zones, the coldest agro-climatic zone in

astern Gojjam. This division is mainly influenced by rainfall and
microclimate and other factors like variations in topography.0

By far the widest and most densely Ropu_late agro-climatic zone,
which"also hosts many of the noted churches in Eastern Gojjam, is the
wayna-dagga. In view of its historical importance this agrarian region
merits lengthy discussion. The Wagna-da%ga a?(arlan_reglon is found
within the elevation range of 1500-2300 meters. It is a wide zone between
the limited areas of the dagga and qolla agro-climatic zones. The greater
portion of Eastern Gojjam constitutes extensive plain that extend into the
mountains and bear more the character of daggia type of climate than
wayna-daggaHere the topo raﬁhy is generally of wide plains with
many isolated peaks here and tnere breaking the monotony of the
tableland. This part of Eastern Gojjam, precisely or firmly located by
Marcaccini as lying between “the basaltic traps and_ lower volcanic flows
of Choke”, was and still is predominantly characterized by its “nucleated
settlement patterns and the division of thé land into strip fields.” 2 It has a
history of successive Amhara occupation going back at least to the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries which saw th.e.lmmlgratlon of many
Amhara colonizers into Eastern Gojjam. Marcaccini concluded that “[t]he
strip cultivation, the traces of division into areas of use, the agrarian
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structure organized into rural units, are probably related to an ancient form
of occupation of the land (restegna), with commun [nal] practices,”B
Uniformly shaped fields were the notable features of this agrarlan region
and the highlands rangm%_from 2400 meters through to 2600-2700 meters
and in some points reaching 2800 meters. An infinite mosaic or motley
variety of field strip cultures can be observed from the aero-photographic
data, Some long, others square, stralfght, et _

~ The wdyna-ddgga region of Eastern Gojjam receives abundant
rainfall for a giood art of the year. Except in rare 0Ferlods of drought, it
receives reliable and sufficient rain between June and September to sustain
enough pasturage for a good part of the year. Autumn and si)rlng rainfalls
were very important in Eastern Goj¥am in the 19 century. In fact a good
part of the study area receives rainfall for an additional month earlier or
after the normal rainy season (keramt). Plowden, a 19hcentury traveler to
Eastern Gojjam, writes that “[t]he tropical rains, in most provinces [of
Ethio |a1, continue for three months or thereahouts-that is July, August,
and September-but in some, ﬁartlcul_arly GO[A]Jam_, [they go] for nearly a
month more, before or after that period.” 5 Then, it seems the rains began
to fall one month before they did In other parts and continued for one more
month after they had StOBPEd elsewhere. This description of the rainfall
patterns of the region by Plowden might be taken in terms of climate than
weather. This is because no serious and frequent rainfall anomalies or
drought conditions trlgé}ered bé shortage of rains have ever been recorded
in recent centuries for Eastern Gojjam.

The other two agrarian reglons, dagga and qolla, are located above and
below the first one, respectively. The dagga agrarian region of Eastern
Godjoam lies between the elevation ranges of 2300 to 2700 meters up to
3300 to 3500 meters. At some places the hlghest limit of agrlcultural
settlement of this agrarian region reaches 3700 meters. The Qhoge
mountains and the Goncha massifs have a distinctly dagga tyﬁe of climate.
The high altitude of these mountain areas militated against tne cultivation
of some crops like teff. Barley is reported as having heen produced
abundantly in this agro-climatic region In the 19hcentury. The reglon had
also pasture for the grazing of sheep and other animals.16As a whole this
agro-climatic zone is noted for its suitability for the production of barely.

akle, writing in the last decade of the nineteenth century, notes that
depending on the fertility of the soil, cultivators grew barley even at the
top of the mountains of Arat-Makaraker, the southwestern Section of the
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Qhoge massifs. However, he remarked that the area around Arat-
Makaraker is so mountainous and ﬁreupltous that it was dei)leted of
nutrients by the leaching effects of the rains. According to Takle a third
part of this area was barren, almost com?_letelly devoid of soil; it
represented a very severe case of erosion. Cultivation was possible in the
dagPa areas only where the soil was not washed away.I Since the soil
could not allow continuous cultivation fallowing was practiced. After two
or more years of cultivation the land would be left to rest and enable it
recuperate its fertility. Population in the dagga .a%rarlan region is sparser.
The population and” cultivation ragldly diminishes as one ascends the
mountains towards their summit.BConversely settlement becomes denser
as one descends the massifs and is confined fo the edge of the mountains,
It represents one of the coldest agro-climatic regimes n Eastern Gojjam.9
As a whole the severity of the climate towards the upper reaches of the
mountains militated against the production of varieties of crops and dense
agricultural settlement. Accounts before or after the nineteenth century
rePeatedIy describe the landscape as being essentially similar to the
situation In the period we are studying. , S

The third important agrarian region is the golla. This zone lies within
the elevation range of 500 to 1500 meters. It roughly coincides with the
valleys of the £he’e, the Abaya and the Blue Nile, stretching all alon% the
side of the meandering course of the latter river. The lowest parts of the
wayna-dagga region have also qolla type of climate, Rains before or after
the main rainy season is a less marked feature of this agrarian region.
Cotton, sorghum and millet were chiefly produced in this agro-climatic
region. Generally it is hot, dr%and sparsely populated. As in the case of
the mountain districts geographic conditions have determined the nature of
the economic activities and the types of settlement in the lowlands too. As
was always the case, Marcaccini points out that the agrarian landscape of
the valley might also have heen shaped by historical events.2)

1.2 Rest, Gult and the Institution of Zegenat

A marked feature of Ethiopian historiography in recent years is the
growing attention to the studkl and analysis of the agrarian”structure of
society. Thanks to the recent research by scholars such as Crummey,
Tekalign and others, our knowledge of the nature of the privileges and
rights of elites with regard to land and the tangled web of the social and
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economic organization regarding land and agricultural F_ro_ductlon_ have
been clarified and refined. .T.ekall(};n also provides tantalizing additional
details about the characteristics of zegenat, a very curious social and
agrarian institution which was verF prevalent in Eastern Gojjam. | shall
have occasion to deal with Tekalign’s study in later pages. The most
extensively argued and debated subject among scholars of whether
feudalism “existed in Ethiopia is also one aspect of the growing emphasis
that the social context 1s receiving in historical mvestlgathn. The
historiographical debate centers on~ whether the pre-1974 historical
experience of Ethiopia should be described as feudal and whether it was
closely similar or a deviant from European feudalism.2

_Obviously, the notion of proFerty, especially landed property, has
primacy in the debate on feudalism. The ways in which productive
resources were owned and surplus was apﬁroprlated are very important in
the discussion of the inter-class relationships between lord and peasant.
The major social groups in Eastern Gojjam with which | am concerned
here are Jords and zegas and peasants, with special emphasis on the latter,
However, the dividing line between social categories is very hard to draw
as in many other places and societies in Ethiopia.2L Though it does not
describe the full context of the state-peasant relationship the most common
element in the definition of the peasant is “a rural cultivator”, distinct from
other rural social rpu%s who do not have to work the soil for their living.
However, within this broad category of “peasant” there has been a great
ge?l,lof stratification. This will be discussed in the next chapter in some
etail.
~Too much research on rural Ethiopia has been conducted and/or stuck
in the rest and Ggu,l_t syndrome. What my reading of the agrarian relations of
rural Eastern Gojjam certainly sug?es.s, however, is that there was a new
material structure which does not fit into the patterns of the conventional
type of rest and qult production and property relations and whose full story
Waits to be told. So far scholars have tried to use rest and gult as important
analytical units to penetrate systematically and characterize the forms of
agrarian institutions and societies in Ethiopia in the past. The forms of
material structure in historic Ethiopia glossed by such words as ‘%ulf and
rest when looked at very closely were very complex and differentiated. In
the 17t century Eastern GOJaam a new tenure seems to have emerged as a
direct corollary of the fluidity of local conditions created by unsettled
conditions since the sixteenth century. This new form of tenure was, to use
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the language of my sources, zega or zegenat. It could roughly be translated
as “tenancy.” Also in the 18t and 19t centuries documentary sources we
find lower level socio-economic relationship in Eastern Gojjam embodied
in this form of tenure or institution. However, tenancy cannot fully
describe the reality of this form of tenure. Upon examining and
mteriJre_tmg the sources referrmq.to the zega_ | have arrived at a tentative
conclusionthat practices resembling an incipient serfdom or an institution
containing the germs of serfdom were prevalent in the region. The first
appearance of this kind of tenure can not be dated earlier than the 17t
century. Its establishment actually appears to have taken place in the
second half of the 18t centur% when sources referrlng 0 ze?a in the form
of charters and manuals for church officials crop up.2 Its establishment in
the 18th century, marks the central theme of chapter two, discussed and
developed further in the subsequent chaFter._The category ofzega and the
institution of zegenat existed concurrently with gult grants to churches and
individuals. Therefore, a brief discussion of the literature on gult and rest
and the implication of the institution of zegenat to our understanding of the
nature of landed property right is necess,ar){, as given below,

The nature of the rights and privileges of social elites with regard
to land and the extent to which we can talk of “landlords” is also a point of
animated debate among scholars of Ethiopia. The works of scholars like
Crummey, Hoben, Merid, Shiferaw and Tekalign provide a good basis for
a discussion of the main issues involved in this debate.The question, of
course, is whether “lord” refers slm{)ly to officials and administrators or to
landlords with a strong stake in the land or people owning land. The
existence of landlords or elites owning land needs to be determined from a
close analysis of the forms of property rights in the past, prolperty rights
that are intertwined with the comﬁlex institution of tenure called rest. In
the past, however, the basis of the argument that there was no class of
landlords in historic Ethiopia was the analysis of tributary rights on land,
called gult. Thus the debate on whether or not the Ethiopian past can be
characterized as feudal basically rests on how scholars understand the
institutions of vest and %ult. _

~ The natures of rst and ?ult rights are fully encompassed by the
definition that Hoben gives to the terms in his widely read book. Hoben
writes that gult rights entail “fief-holding rights” whereas rest right confers
“land-use rights.” He adds that “[rl]n Its most general sense, rist refers to
the right a person has to a share of the land first held by any of his or her
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ancestors in any line of descent.”2 According to Hoben, rest refers to the
theoretically inalienable and inheritable land right of peasants. The peasant
had the right to claim rest land through both the paternal and maternal
lines. The individual rest holder could have only a usufructuary title
because the ultimate title to land lays in the “descent corporation” or the
lineage. This evokes the view that under such_sYste_m ot land tenure no
right of alienation by individuals could be Rossme since the unit of land
holding is the lineage. Hoben writes that the descent %(ou_ps F_rowde the
framework within which individual rights could exist. This implies that the
rest. sfystem of land-holding has a communal character because of the
undifferentiated complex of rights. What all this means is that many
individuals could have concurrent and miscellaneous rights over the same
piece of land.Z7 _ _
[For Hoben, ?ult confers material advantages to and forms the basis of
political power tor the elite. It also plays a useful role in the administration
of land and the people occh ing it. The bundle of rights which the state
transfers to the bala?ult could include adjudication, governorship, and the
right to collect tribute. Taddesse Tamrat also shares essentially the same
view with Hoben as re?ards the role of qult in the administration of the
country and adds that it was equally significant in the system of military
mobilization. The balagult simply €njoyed the right to tfibute in the form
of part of the annual produce from the land. However, they could not claim
tribute as owners. Hoben writes that both rest and guh right extended over
the same land and they complemented each other as such: *“It is of
fundamental importance to remember that rist and gwilt are not different
tzpes of land but distinct and complementaiy tgpes of land rights.”8 Thus
the exact scope of the right of the balagult and the restanna Is somewhat
blurred or is overlapping. These assertions by Hoben regarding the nature
of rights of rest and qult have almost attained the sfatus of the basic
principles and have become “established” points of departure for analyses
of class relationship and the land tenure system. Some differences of
detail notwithstanding, this view 1is shared by a number of scholars,
including Donald Crummey. _
Crummey argues that in regions where the rest system predominated,
%ult was the tribute right exercised by the non-farming elite, and that the
alagult, in his capacity as pure tax and tribute collector, had absolutely
nothing to do with the production process and with the land. He asserts,
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like Hoben, that the restdnha had mastery over the means of production
and enjoyed absolute autonomy of production.? _ N
However, in his study of the situation in Shawa, Tekalign explicitly
notes the existence of a form of lordship called malkannenat. He
distinguished three varieties of tenure in malkdnhenat. all of them entailing
rights pertaining tera landlord and as good as manorial rights, with var mg
degrees of interference from the state. One form of malkannenat was hel
to the almost comﬁ)lete exclusion of the state in the relationship between
the malkahna and the people and the land under his control. He described
this form of malkannenat as one which “..entitled the holder to full
manorial rights, including private and permanent ownership of all
unoccupied land in the lordship, exercise [of] full administrative and
judicial authority, and the retention of all tributes and legal fees from the
landowners under his authority...”3 What is important from the point of
view of this study is that Tekalign writes of the malkanna as “lords” rather
than simply as “officials.” _ _ _
Without abandoning the view that gult was essentially a tribute right
Crummey further argues that the tribute right had acquired a character of
property, beln% transferred by sale or otherwise without necessarily
Involving the state. In other words, the individuals at the receiving end of
the buying and selling process could accumulate tribute rights over large
amounts of property. Tribute rights were thus exchanged, negotiated,
fought over, etc. The selling and buying of tribute rights over land (i.e.
gult% provides additional evidence to the ar%ument that gult was a form of
property. He concludes that the insistence by scholars that gult was qlven
and taken away only by the kings was incorrect, and that the qult holders
exercised the right of transfer without necessarily obtaining the permission
or sanction of the kmgs/_l , _
Crummey and Tekalign are among the major exPonents of the thesis
that peasants in the rest system had absolute control over the process of
production including the right to cultivate and plant as they wished, the
only limitations |m[posed upon them belng meeting the tribute a_nd tax
demands of the balagult and the king and praviding service obligation
associated with their [and.2 Dealing with this point Crummey writes™ ...|
will use qult in a %ene_rlc sense to refer to all rights by groups or
individuals to collect tribute...”® However, the important point in his
analysis for m>{ purpose is his argument that the perpetuation of tributary
rights gives gult a property character. He does argue also that the essence

9



of gult rights conceived as tribute rights was not limited in the generic
notion of'surplus extractive relationships since the power of the gultanfia
extended over specific rural lands.iA . .
‘Another claim of Crummey on the subject of ?u!t and rest is that
neither refers to exclusive and absolute Froperty rights in land, He argues
that most often the land tenure sysiem formed a combination “and
interlocking of the rights of the “king, the balagult, the “descent
corporation” and the individual peasant household. One form of tenure, he
says, was contingent on the other. His definition of qult and rest and the
dialectics of the relationship between the two forms of tenure are identical
to those of Hoben. He writes that “Ig]itlt was used as a term to describe
the tributary system in general, Often, it functioned as a distinct form of
property right on the same lands on which rest rights existed. In that case,
neither property right would be absolute but each would be limited by the
existence of thé other.”d _
Both Crumme% and Tekalign concur that the restanna could lose his
ancestral land. Both argue that in uprooting the cultivators the state needed
to have sufficient grounds to warrant the expropriation of the land by the
outright exercise of what Tekalign calls the state’s “reversionary right.”
This could happen for two important reasons. One ground, which could
warrant the exercise of the “reversionary right” of the state or the eviction
of settled occupiers, is sufficient misconduct such as criminal or political
offences, collectively or individually. The second cause of forfeiture of
title to rest land according to Crummey and Tekalign is the default of
[)ayment of tribute and tax.$d However, as will be made abundantlx clear in
he pages below and subsequent chapters the restanna lost their land
durm% peace time and without committing any crime against the state.
~ Defining and dellmltln(% the meanlngs and scope of qult and rest
rights, Merid writes that gult “has never been a form of land tenure”; it
was, he says, only “a system of defraying remuneration for services out of
taxes and ‘tributes which could have been collected in kind. Gult rights
only conferred Fartlal usufruct rights.”3 He qoes on to state that even rest
right did not allow “absolute ownership rights on the individual. It has
done so on the lineage or descent group only.”® According to Merid,
though the individual members of the descent group enjoyed perpetuity of
tenure they could not have an absolute interest In an allotted portion of the
descent property in land. The justification for the inalienability of rest
land, according to Merid, was the desire to preserve it for the needs of the
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present and unborn individuals in the line of descent: in his own words rest
could not be alienated “because |t_belon({;ed. to the I|V|ng and the yet
unborn.”® One could, of course, give out his or her land on terms’ of
tenancy. Merid adds a few other points to his description of the rest
system: one is that membership in a rest owning ?roup couli™ be obtained
or acquired only through hirth. The second is that there was no bl% private
or individual ownership of land because of the workings of the rest system
of land. Because of the rest system big holdings of landed property” soon
melted away. The third point is that the most important and overriding
interest of the village community and the lineage was to achieve solldarlt{
He writes in this connection that “[throughout history commumh/
solidarity and the rest system have been reinforcing and preserving eac

other. Individualism would have no place in the society.”4) The rest
system also created conditions for excessive litigation and invariably
acrimonious relationships among members of the descent?roups. .

For Merid qult was in all senses alien to the system of land holding. It
was not a proprietary right in land. He boldly states that “[t]he Ethiopian
ruling classes, having no real property that needed protection, did not have
laws that set them clearly apart from their subjects.”4L The right of the
restama over the land is not infringed upon because of gult since the state
could not confer upon the elite any property title theréon. Instead, qult
holders were merely belng[allowed to collect and use tribute or taxes for
varym? lengths of time. "Taddesse also argues that the bala(h;ult was not
equivalent to a landlord since his H%ht did not extend to the soil. The
ownership of the land still remained Tirmly in the hands of the peasants.
The¥ were simply officials and administrators.2 _

he general descriptions of the principles of land tenure summarized
above, though based on some undeniable facts, are subject to qualification,
The application of the customary law of land was tempered by many local
contingencies. The empirical evidence on the subject from the study area
will suggest a view that contradicts some of the principles that are often
stated as applyl_n% to all parts of historic Ethigpia.

At this point it will be apposite to mention the work of a scholar who
reRresents a dissenting opinion on some of the issues from the established
scholarship. Shiferaw Bekele, in a work that surveys the literature on land
tenure, has convincingly showed the inadequacy of existing interpretations
of the principle of land"holding. In this illuminating and orlgmal Plec_e he
calls for a questioning of the existing interpretations by the es ablished
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scholarship of the institutions of gult and rest “in its entirety.”4" | concur
with Shiferaw as regards the question of the nature of rest and gult right,
For Shiferaw gult implies more than merely administrative control over
land. He argues that scholars have all too dften confused qult holders as
smply administrators by claiming that qult entails a right over tribute. In
actual fact, when it was grantln? (iult the state was transferring land to the
full ownership to the grantee. It thus involves a proprietary right in land.
He points out that although there are differences in certain Ipecullar details
from place to place, there was a large measure of commonality in the hasic
principles and concepts pertaining to land ownership in Ethiopia. This was
so particularly from the Gondarine period through early twentieth century
Ethiopia. Shiferaw concludes that “..in the Gonderine era, what was
granted was the land rather than tributes only.”4 Unlike many scholars, he
arques that the land so given by way of gult did not remain the property of
the original cultivators or restahha. There was no concurrent right of a
miscellaneous character over land since it was individually or privately
owned and the right of the balagult and the restahha were very clearly
differentiated. _ o o
.I will describe shortly the essential principles of land holding in the
region under study based on original sources. Before that, however, let me
make some general comments about the system in this region. First and
foremost, there existed an institution, called zegenat tha: was concurrent
with gult. This institution is more mysterious hecause |ts_e,merg¢nce IS
extremely difficult to date or trace withi confidence and precision. Yet, for
the period and area covered by this study, the description of qult and rest
and the rights they entailed would be incomplete without a discussion of
this institution. This is a point | will come back to in later pages.
Secondly, the material on the exercise of rest rlghts suggests some
modifications to the description of the institution contained in the general
studies | have referred to above. These modifications, | believe, are
hIStOfI0a||¥] very significant. Unlike the assertions made by many scholars,
the restahha s Tight was not mereI% usufr_uctuar% The restahha that my
documents portray could scarcely be distinguished from a freeholder on
his portion of what can be referred to as the lineage land. That is,
individual members of the same lineage ?roup did not usually exercise
concurrent rights over the specific piece of land and had clearly recognized
nPhts with respect to land.  Individuals, in other words, did exercise Tights
ot ownership. In a number of cases total strangers (non-relatives) acquired
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land from people with whom they had no blood relationship at all. This
happened through various mechanisms like debt, adoption-related
inheritance, etc. Rest land was always attachable to debt. It could thus be
mortgaged, including to outsiders. Aliens could, therefore, acquire
interests and rights over land that they did not have at first. Access to land
was not wholly governed by the traditional canon of descent. Although
members of the descent group might put some limitations on the exercise
of individual rights, rest owners nonetheless exercised rights of ownership
that gave them considerable freedom to do pretty much what they liked
with their portions. In Chapter 4 I will discuss the extent and limitations
of individual rights over land in connection with the modes of acquiring or
relin mshmg property.& _
he other area_in which the material from my area of study Suggests

new perspectives is in the area of taxation and its relationship to
agricultural production. A varletY_ of conditions related to taxes and
tribute, including unpaid labor, limited the freedom of peasants in
agrlcuitural production. Undoubtedly a?.rl_cultural production was to a
Elreater extent determined by local realities or the nature of the soil.
However, evidence from charters in nineteenth century Eastern Gojjam
indicate that peasants had to produce certain types of cereals or convert
what they produced into products that were acceptable to the state or the
balagult as part of taxation.46 Thus, the decision about what to plant was
not only or always governed by the nature of the land itself but also to
some extent b?/ the needs and expectations of the ruling class. .

There is also considerable evidence from local documents on unpaid
and forced labor. The state and the qult holders for various activities and
Purposes employed the labor power of the rural farming population. Both
he amount and the exact nature of the labor service are stipulated in very
precise terms. The peasant not only Ipald. tribute but also had to spend extra
days working on the hudad, the field directly owned and managed by the
lords, for the latter’s personal benefit. As indicated in the land charters,
Feasants were required to cultivate, weed and harvest crops on the hudad
ands of their lords.47 All this wil| be made abundantly clear in chapter
three. Peasant labor was also em IO%ed for the bU|Id|n? and repamn? of
churches and the houses of lords.28 The diversion of the fabor power of the
peasant almost certainly affected the process of production, since labor
was among the key elements in the process of production.
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Sources that | use in this study are chiefly land grant charters and
land documents that have come down to us from the period under study.
Land charters were commonly made out to corporate institutions and
individuals in the Gondarine period and subsequently. We come across
many pertinent examples of it in Practlcally the whole of Eastern Gojjam
in the elgghteenth century and afterwards as will be seen in successive
chapters.Zd Even prior to the Gondarine period; the drawing up of land
charters was a common practice. _ o

However, although big churches and monasteries were built prior to
the 16 century, no land grant documents datlngz_to those times have heen
found for the region under study in church institutions. This was mainly
due to the destruction of documents, along with churches and monasteries,
b¥ the forces of Ahmed ibn Ibrahim in the 16l century. However, in terms
of form and structure, these anclent land %rant charters might have been
similar to those of other areas in the country. Huntingford has published
land grant documents for northern Ethiopia. He delineated some six
clauses which the charters commonly contained, These are a) invocation b)
the name of the grantor as well as the grantee c) the purpose for which the
grant was made d) sanction against trespass of the grant e) list of officials
at the time when the g_rant was made and f) immunity clause, Gult gira_nt
was made both for individuals as well as institutions ‘mostly in perpetuity
and as hereditary.5) .

The charters of the 18thand 19k centuries from the area under stud
share a number of common elements with those described by Huntingford.
However, they also have some distinctive characteristics. Particularly
notable is the detail to which they go with regar_d to the rights of the
grantees, the obligations of the peasantry, the administrative and judicial
rlghts of individual grantees holding land from the church, the obligation
of the grantees towards the church, etc. Besides, as | have alluded to
above, charters made in the 18t century and afterwards speak about a
(rj'lr?wtmm class of landless people called zega and a form of tenure called
Im.

_The earliest and the most important of the charters from Eastern
Gojjam for the period under study is the land charter made out in 1767 for
the church of Moja Giyorgis. It'was made by Walata-Isra’el T(daughter of
Empress Mentewab, wife of Emperor Bakkafa (r. 1721- 1730). The scope of
the rl?hts of the bafagult is defined in this document with Unusual clarity.
This Tand document 1s drawn very carefully and precisely in such a way
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that it does not create loopholes for differing mteri)retatwns and meamngs
regarding the rights of the lords with regard to land. For instance, the
charters virtually exclude the peasants from interfering with the exercise of
rights by the grantee on the portion of land that he/she had been given. We
find the right of the grantees bem% the same as those of the restahha over
the rim land in respect of user and occupation and any disposal including
alienation.5. ,

~ As indicated above, one of the most important forms of tenure that we
find in the land charters is rim land. The distinction between rim and qult
IS obscure. Sometimes, grantors drawing charters use both terms
interchangeably. There seems to be a consensus among scholars that in the
northern “provinces, including the one under investigation, rim was
basically a church tenure and the land was obtained by turning the rest
holdmgis of peasants to those of social elites on behalf of the church. The
Peasans lost a considerable part of their land to churches by this form of
enure and some were made tenants on lands which had been their own
orllglnally."Zle. land given in perpetuity was free from many restrictions
unlike a‘conventional rest land over which many concurrent miscellaneous
rights could exist. The rim holder had the right'to retain and transmit their
holdings to their offspring and the only right that the Church had over such
lands was reversion. It was not a right over the land of another. A rim
holder could sell part or all of it; the only limitation imposed being to meet
his obligation metlculouslﬁ. Once land was granted to an individual or an
institution (like the Church) the state did not interfere further. The only
rights that remain are “reversionary rights”, exercised when and if the
grantee defaulted on his obligation. _ ,

‘The generic name for” individuals associated with the church and
holdm(]J land from it was dabtara. The category included ordinary people
as well as prominent noblemen and women. “When land charters were
made out to institutions the division of the land hetween the dabtara and
the baldrest was carried out on two-third, one-third basis. Two-thirds of
the land was transferred to the dabtara and the baldrest retained the
remainder of the land. It would be stipulated on the grant charter that the
dabtara would have a right to possess and cultivate the two-thirds of the
land formerly owned by the baldrest. It was thus not just a right on the
revenue from the land 0f the baldrest that the dabtara were given; it was
explicitly ownership of the land that was transferred to them. The dabtara
could either cultivate his share of the land by himself/herself or settle his
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own people called zega and collect rent. 3 The rights of the dabtara were
not limited to a specific period of effective occupation; nor were they
restricted in r_esgect of succession and therefore transfer. The charter
allowed full rI(i ts to the dabtara to dlsi)oselof their share, mcludlng
alienation by sale. Subject to performing all their obligations they enjoye
definite security of tenure.% . _ _

The halarest, besides surrenderln(]] two-thirds of their land to the
dabtara, were still liable to provide Tabor services to the church. The
charter furt.her confirmed and reinforced the rights of ownership by laying
down certain conditions concerning encroachments (through dispossession
or other means). |f the dabtara encroached on the balarest land he would
be, like the balarest, liable to provide labor services to the church. On the
balarest lands, appointments to the office of ghega-shum, the lowest
Bosmon in the administrative hierarchy, would be made from among the

alarest peasantry. However, the ghega was forbidden to collect taxes on
the datt)ta%a lands or even to entér the land of the latter in any official
capacity. _ _

I must point out here that treason, or failure to meet the tax demands
of the state, were not the only grounds for expropriation of the peasantry.
Rulers were in a strong position to take over or reallocate lands of the
restanna under all kinds of pretexts and there were probabl)é many
unjustifiable ejections of the balarest. The proBerty rights of the halarest
peasantry were thus very precarious and could be easﬂy violated, Peasants
could lose their rest rlgzhts in land in peaceful times, no necessarllkl in war.
They could be made to surrender a good part of their lands to the lords
even without having committed individual or collective crimes against the
state. The establishment of big churches was generally acco_mp_anled with
major land redistributions that led to near total expropriation of the
peasantry in areas around the new churches.®

The charter of Walata-Isra’el seems to have served as model for
many similar charters and land grant documents to churches and
monasteries. Virtually all of the pertinent of the 18hand 19t century land
charters as well as ‘those pertaining to churches of recent foundation
imitated the land charter of Moja Glyorﬁls church/7 Despite some
differences, the principle of two-thirds for the dabtara and one-third for
the restanna prevailed. The structure of the Mo{a Giyorgis charter was
copied in subsequent charters almost verbatim. Charters multiplied in the
19t century. The principle of division of the land of the halarest on the
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one-third and two-thirds basis was ostensibly taken as “normal” by the
peasantry. Though we can not rule out the possibility that land grant
documents and charters were open for contestation and disputation there is
no record, oral or written, on the hasis of which we can talk about
resistance, Thus, it seems that the one-third/two-thirds Jmnmple was taken
as normative practice both in the written documents and in the mentality of
the public at large. , ,

It would be helpful to cite a typical example of land %rant charters
that | will work with in this thesis in order to set the general framework in
which the economic and social positions of lords and peasants evolved in
Eastern Gojjam. This charter pertains to a grant of land to the church of
Dabra-Marqos by Nigus &ng) Takla-Haymanot of Gogjam (1881-1901).
The pertinent sections that | quote below sug%est the pattern established by
Walata-Isra’el for the Mota Giyorgis church:
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..In the lands givenfor the support of Dabra-Margos
when he %Takla-Haymanaot) established the dabtara
he said the dabtara shall have two-thirds and the
baldrest one-third ofthe land. The dabtara shall have
authority over the zega whom they settled both on
their two-thirds [share of] land and on their
residential sites. ... The alagaor the ligafdbabt [ofthe
Church] shall not interfere [with his rights] except in
cases involving homicide, adulter¥ and ‘theft. ‘Any
transgression Of this on the part o the baldrest, the
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dabtara, or the officials, and such transgression
|eading to the takeover of the properties of one party
by the other, shall be punished by afine offifty ounces
0f?0|d. On the sisso [lands of the baldrest] there
shall be no obligations except work Jin the erection or
repawmg] of the church %lundlng > payment of the
holiday Ques and wark on Mahibar bet. "The position
of ligafababt shall be occupied by none other than
Persons who have rim. The %he%a shall be appointed
rom among the resident [baldrest].

The following observation can be made from the guotation above.
The gult that was granted was in the form of ownershlp right rather than a
mere right over the tribute. It is explicit in the charter fhat the dabtara
would not have any tributary relatlonshlf} with the baldrest. Both were
awarded clearly recognized rights and obligations over separate pieces of
land. Administrative powers were also clearly defined in ways that would
not confuse the areas of competence of the dabtara and of the church
officials. The restahha retained one-third of his land and two-thirds of the
land was surrendered to the dabtara. The dabtara were entitled not to the
?rod_uct of the soil but to the soil directly. The baldrest were expressly
forbidden to lay claim of rest on the land so alienated from them. The
implication is that dabtaras could cultivate their lands, if they could do so,
by themselves and those who needed additional labor could “settle 7£ga of
his or her own choice. This indicates that the rights of individual dabtara
are not only specific but also exclusive. Though there might have been a
disparity in Erescrlbed documentary norms and reality the state had
arrogated to the dabtara rest rights over two-thirds of the land formerly
exercised by the baldrest through direct expropriation. Whatever rights
still remained of the latter’s status as a descendant of the first occupant
would now be limited to a third of the land. _
~ What all of this indicates is that the baldrest could easily be
disinherited. Moreover the land granted to the dabtara was not (\;ran_ted on
a temporary basis. It does connote permanent ownership rights since it
allows the “individual dabtaras to settle their own “subjects” over hoth
their respective rural lands and homestead sites.®
~ The dabtaras established over the two-thirds of the land could
discharge the responsibilities and obligations attached to their tenure by



Puttmg together money to ﬁay for the clerg?/ or to hire someone to provide
he services to the Church on their behalf. Their tenure could not he
disturbed unless they ceased to perform service to the church. Their
property right over” two-thirds of the land was apparently given in
perpetun¥ and was transferable to heirs, Therefore the Tight of the dabtara
over the land is in the nature of ownership though we could not say it was
an absolute Property. They (the dabtaras) were granted exclusive
ownership of the land as a separate and individual title. They could also
give or sell part of their land to others by means of a deed of conveyance
In which they represented themselves as owners. It should be mentioned,
mmdentall?/, that the king had instituted an office for the sole purpose of
recording land transactions involving the dabtaras and others.6) .

To sum up, the dabtaras’right is proprietary. Not onl]y did they enjoy
unrestricted rights of use but also full powers of disposal. There is a strong
safeguard against dispossession in the charter since it provides for the
punishment of other parties that might try a forceful expropriation of the
dabtara. Ifany of the parties attempfed to expro(frlate wrongfully (the land
of the dabtara or the balarest) or committed any attempt of forceful
ejelgtlon of one another’s land, each was liable to a fine of 50 ounces of
gold.

1.3. Delimiting and defining the meaning and the socio-economic
scope of the term zega or the institution of zegenat in
Eastern Gojjam

The charters like the one quoted above did not usually limit themselves to
recording the names and the obll%atlons of the dabtara and the location
and size of land allocated to the latter. They also defined the relations
between the lord and his subjects, referred fo as zegas. The document
quoted above employed the category of zega side by side with the
restahhas and social elites referred toas dabtaras. The zegas, it appears,
were ver¥ similar to serfs although not exactly serfs. The social distance
between the zega on the one hand and the balarest and the dabtara on the
other aprears to have heen wide and significant. The fact that the zeﬁas
were left under the complete jurisdiction of the dabtaras and that they
were settled from elsewhere over the two-thirds of the dabtara land and
residential sites are indicative of the wide social distance separating the
three {zega, dabtara and halarest) and the big difference in the status of
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the three interacting groups. Thus the zegas constituted a single category
of humble and near personal dependants who were bound to the lord in
some measure and to his land in particular. The power of the lord over the
zega was pervasive and strong. Unlike the baldrest ﬁalso called balaslssog
who were immune from interference on their SIS0 land and also enjoye
the right to be tried in the court of the alaga and the ligafababt, the zegas,
however, were almost completely subject to the gurlsdlctlon of their
individual lords, The charter did not allow the zegas to have recourse to a
third party in relation to the dabtaras in all civil cases. Only criminal cases
involving the zegas were reserved for hearing by courts above those of the
dabtara. . o

~What the zegas depended on for their sustenance is difficult to say
with certainty. Cbligations of social and economic nature that the ze%a
owed the lord were not defined in the charter. In the arrangement made by
the dabtaras and the zegas custom maY_ not have required an¥ written
agreement between them or it was left entirely to the discretion of the lord.
Presumably, there were certain rules that customarily determined the limits
of the obligation of the zega to his lord. It is possible to conceive that the
ze_?a was remunerated for his service in either of the following two ways.
Either he would be %lven aplot of land that he would cultivate for himself
or he would take a share of the harvest on the land of the dabtara. Whether
or not the zegas settled on the bota (homestead sﬂe% of the lord appears to
have made a difference. Zegas who lived on the hota of the lord in
Dabra-Marqos and cultivated small plots to sustain themselves were closer
to a farmhand, particularly so if the lord lived on the farm.& Zegas who
did not live on the bota of the lord or who made arrangements of crop
sharing with the lord were closer to a tenant. Nonetheless there were
additional obligations and conditions that do not allow us to reduce the
definition of the zegas to either farm hands or tenants. For the purpose of
appreciating the nature of the institution of zegenat we need to refer to
other sources containing information about the zegas,

As | have alluded to above, charters made out in the 18t century and
afterwards most often speak about a distinct class of landless people called
zegas. In these land grant documents we find categories or groups
si).emflcall described as zegas side by side with the baldrest and social
elites most often referred to by either ot the foIIowmg two ?enerlc terms of
dabtara or makwanent. Informants unanimously and widely acknowledge
It as an important institution in the region.The institution 0fzegenat was
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such an important and universal phenomenon in the region that princes and
princesses granting charters found it necessary to devote space to it in the
charters. Almost all of the 18hand 19h centuries land charters involve
clauses that define the general context within which the zegas and the
dabtaras might work out their reIatlonshg)s.G' Many tantalizing additional
details about this institution are also found in the manual or administrative
handbook compiled for the great monastery of Dabra-Warq and other two
churches as well as in the works of Takle.83 It is striking that these various
facts and the information contained in these sources, most of them
mutually independent and separated both by time and space, are in perfect
accord with each other in characterizing "the institution. These sources
exhibit a telling consistency in defining and delimiting the meaning and
the socio-economic scope of the term zega. _

~ But before qogng on to discuss the various sources that gzlve. us
information about this Institution as it existed in Eastern Gojjam i mlght
be useful to distinguish it from social arrangements or social Units in other
regions to which™the same term applied. As far as | am aware this
institution does not appear in specialized studies except that of Tekalign’s
work on the district of Bacho in Shawa. He also mentions it briefly and as
a sideline story in his discussion of land measurement and distribution
towards the close of the nineteenth century. The zegas here aﬁpear side by
side with gdbbars in land measurement documents.& The Shawan use of
the term appears to conform to the same concept of dependence as used in
Eastern Gojjam. However, before dlscu_ssm? the Shawan use of the term a
more convenient startmg é)_omt or basis of analysis of the term zega or
zegenat is oral poetry and dictionary sources.

It is interesting to note from the beginning that oral poetry and
dictionary sources as well as land charters and other sources used for this
study are almost identical in defining and delimiting the socio-economic
scope and the meaning of zega. First let us start with the dictionary
meaning of the term. In its current official use the Engllsh equivalent of
the term zega or its noun zegenat is citizen or citizenship.67 However, its
current meaning has fundamentally departed from the old usage of the
term. It is |m80rtant_to note here the fact that the Amharic dictionary
i)ubllshed in 1970 defined the term in its old usage, as will be stated a ittle
ater, thereby showing that the term was in everyday use by the public till
recentIY in its former usage or meanm%. The ‘change of meaning most
probably occurred following the 1974 change of government. However,
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the transition or the change in value of the term zega or zegenat probably
started prior to the 1974 revolution. _ _

The direct dictionary meaning of the term zega in the Amharic and
Ge’'ez dictionaries connotes or translates to mean a subject and highly
impoverished person. The definition could also translate to mean a
subordinate person under the overlordship or socio-economic domination
of someone. Moreover, hoth the Ge’ez and Amharic dictionaries and oral
poetry pin down the term zega in exactly the same way. For example the
direct dictionary meaning of the term zega in the Ge’ez dictionary of
Kidana-Wald Kifle is that of a subject ES)eople. Both Kidana-Wald” and
Dasta Takla-Wald (the author of the 1970 Amharic dlctlonaryz defines
becoming a zega or . -which' translates
to mean- being humbled or lowered and subjected.” 8 To elucidate the
meanlng.ofthe term zega Dasta cites a saying which runs that “* C~ W.2

which literally means [One’s] leg is zega.” This shows the harshness
of the daily toil to which the ze?as were s_ukyected. It does also connote
subjugation or subordination for the group it denotes. The term zegenat is
also defined as “'f*W'-which literally means subjugation.” Accordlng
to informants the term zega was used to refer to a hlghly |mP_overlshe
person with the lowest level of social status. The humble position of the
Zega is testified by two important sayings. The first one runs as follows,

O HEMN DhfIEA fIAE” -which literally means
“one who falls down rises with the help of one’s hands, one who becomes
zega (lit. poor) can become wealthy [only] with the help of ones children.”
The second Interesting saying runs as _ \>?
which literally means A kmg is_recognized by his crown
where as a zega is known by his poverty.”®  Moreover, in Gurage
language the term ze%a which 1s still in everyday use, is arpplled to denote
a person who has nothing he could call his own. In the different dialects of
the Gurage language including Silte the terms“2?6” and e
defined as :PO‘” person” and “poverty”, respectively. The Tigrifina
dictionary ofYohannes Gabra-Egziabher published in 1956/57 defined the
term zega as “f'7§f"which means “subject” thereby conforming to the
same ponqut of dependence as in the Amharic and Gurage languages.®
The linguist Leslau has showed the striking similarity of concept and
meaning of the term zega in both the Amharic and Gurage languages. He
took the term zega to mean serfin the Amharic language. Moreover, the
semantic analysis of the term zega by Tekalign in the modem Amharic
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dicti(inar connotes or translates to mean a “subject people” or “colonized
eople.”

p pIn explaining the Christological debate within the Ethiopian church
Alamayahu Mogas states the position of the followers of the 8ebat sect on
the nature of Jesus Christ as (hvrhX: PHtM
frfl0  hH* > fL+Q > - WK which
literally means: “At the moment of incarnation (union of the human and
divine natur? the Word become ze?a,_po_or_ and He, therefore, is
disgraced and lowered Himself He lost His divine nature because ofthe
Union. However, because of the Unction He was restored to His eternal
glory" (emphasis added).? In other words he defined the process of the
union of the human and divine natures as a process of becoming zega
which involved a conspicuous demotion in the status and glory of divinity.
Further evidence to the humble status of zega comes from an article which
calls for the administrative independence of the Ethiopian Orthodox
church from the Coptic church of Egypt. This article Is printed in a
periodical called Berhanena Salam, an Amharic weekly news—Paper
published in the early decades of the 20t centurE. The author of this
particular article wrote of the need to liberate the Ethiopian church from
the administrative control of the Egyptian church in a somewhﬁltl%ggrleved

tone as follows: h+n
ATntf - nWhCfI'hP'} 09 AHMr

o fl-HW  fi7*
rh+Pfrf tii'h a f* osl n rk+r'fr?

Mitlh o his ™<p mxt a.'i'hc™n
PC fliF@>."B This can be translated as -|fdyou continue appointing an
Egyptian bishop the Ethiopian church would remain a subordinate and
zega of the Eqgyptian church forever. However, if %/.ou appoint an Ethiopian
for the position of patriarch, the independent Ethiopian state will have a
free church. The interest of valiant Ethiopians is a free Ethiopia with a free
church.” The author characterized the relationship of the two churches as
essentially a colonial one. This is very close to the meaning given in the
Ge’ez and Amharic dictionaries. It is also exactly in the above sense that
texts used for this study generally characterize the ze%a. Both in socio-
economic and political as well as class terms zega, theretore, referred to an
extremely poor and subordinate person with the lowest level of material
condition and social status. Zega thus carried with it some degree of lack
ofsocial rights and privileges for the group that it denotes.’
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Tekalign found out that despite the difference in nomenclature there
was uniformity in essentials of the rights and obligations of the zegas and
the gabbars in the period and the region he studied. But what is iniportant
from the point of view of this study 1s that Tekalign argues that despite the
similarity in the obligations between zegas and gahbars the former carries
a certain difference of social status and distinction from the latter. This
arose from the application of the term to a specific %roup. of people
despite, that is, the similarity of the group with the gabbars in terms of
their obligations as landowners. In the various numerous layers in which
the scribe classifies tenure durmg |land measurement and allocation the two
terms zega and gabbar are used in completely different contexts though
the nature of his sources has not enabled Tekalign to be very explicit In
|dentlgylng the conditions leading to the distinction between tenure in
zegendt and gabbar. Tekalign has clearly identified one important
circumstance leading to the use of the term zéga in the land documents he
analyzed. He writes that the term zega was used to refer to the native
gopulatlon whose occupation of the land predated the arrival of the

hawan overlords in the Bacho area in Shawa but lost their land
subsequent to the imposition of Shawan rule. However, there are reasons
to believe that the distinction between zega and gabbar is neither cultural
nor legal. Zega was a?plled_to describe” the tenure conditions of those
individuals (analogous to subjects) who were brought under the control of
the Shawan state and forced to enter into new terms of socio-economic
relationship of dependency with the state or new lords. Moreover, the term
zega was not only ap?lle.d to the indigenous people but also to non- natives
to Bacho , that’is, to_individuals who settled in/the Bacho area from
elsewhere and entered into the same form of socio-economic relationships
like the former ([)eople of Bacho ) with the lord. This means that in terms
of ethnic origin the zega might have come from Amhara, Gurage and the
Oromo who were the dominant inhabitants of the land around Bacho. This
Is a further confirmation to the fact that the distinction between z_e(\;.a and
%abbar was not a legal and cultural one. With the virtual expropriation of

eir land the status of the indigenous people was transformed and they
became zega. The state sold land (which had once been their own) to them,
in disregard of their right of former occupancy which they might otherwise
have possessed in virtue of their being native, on terms of payment of rent
or tribute by the latter to their new overlords.
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The term zega was, therefore, applied to describe both the indigenous
people whose status had been transtormed and strangers who had become
zega of a lord following the imposition of Shawan rule to distinguish the
terms of their socio-economic relationship with the lord from other forms
of tenure. Many of the people around Bacho who were indigenous to the
area became subjects on lands which were once their own. Tekalign’s
study also shows that the term zega was used in another more diffuse sense
to refer to people, including strangers, who had come under the lordship of
a certain person. The lord, referred to as malkanna (lord), might have
lured the ze?a to their Ior.dshlps b?/ selling to them parcels of land for the
continuous tenure of which the fatter might be required to pay rent or
tribute, as the case might be. On the occasion of land redistribution the
malkanna served as a trustee on hehalf of the zega in determining the
amount of land to be reserved for the zega, both stranger or native.%-

Though tenure in zegenat in Shawa presents a very feeble echo in
certain respects (to be discussed below) to that of Eastern Gojjam there are
some common denominators of this institution in both regions. From
Tekalign’s study, it can be concluded that though there are peculiarities of
details there are some similarities of concept In the tenure of zegenat in
both Shawa and Eastern Gojjam. The Rn_nm les, in other words, are
basically similar in both regions. First both in Shawa and Eastern Gojjam
the zegas seem to have heen constituted at times of chaos or shortly
afterwards. Thus the explanation for the emergence of the institution of
zegenat has to be sought in chaos and virtual or near virtual exgrop.rlatlon
of the natives. However, in both Shawa and Eastern Gojjam the rlgiht of
the previous occupiers of the land was recognized in some measure. In the
case of Shawa they were allowed to resume their occupation through sale
by the state of a portion of their former land, in the case of Eastern Gojjam
the tenure conditions of the zegas varied from time to time. The zegas in
the 17hcentury were allowed to retain one-third of their former holdings®
while those in the 18 and 19t centuries are depicted as completely
landless. Broadly speakln% the other element of similarity between Shawa
and the study area %proba ly more so in the Iatter2 IS that the zegas might
have lived Under the lord of the area to almost full exclusion of state
interference in the relationship between the two.”
~ However, despite a certain de%ree of 3|m|Ia,r|t%/. there are many
important differences in the essentials of the institution of zegenat in
Shawa and Eastern Gojjam. First, as it will be made abundantly clear in
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subsequent chapters, the term zegas in Eastern Gojjam, unlike in Shawa,
refers to a distinct class of people under the complete subjugation of their
lord and very close to serfs particularly in late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. However, in dealing with this point for Shawa Tekalign says
that “...despite its apparent connotations of a socllaIIY subordinate ?roup,
no direct inference can be made from the term itself to argue that zega
denoted a particular community of people..”® Secondly, in_Eastern
Gojjam, unlike in Shawa, the zega class had no legal personality. They did
not have full rights even over their dwelling places and valuable moveable
property. Unlike in Shawa the ze%as in Eastern Gojjam could not hold land
In their own_ right, alth_ou?h hat right, as pointed out above, was
recognized prior to the EIﬂh eenth century. 9 They could have parcels of
land “for their private cultivation and sustenance only if the lord was
willing to give them. Moreover the tenure in zegendt Seems to have had
longer duration in the study area than in Shawa. There are many other
important differences between the tenure in the zeqendt in the two regions.
However, space would not suffice to discuss all of them here. "It is
apparent, however, that the peculiar features of the institution ofzegendt in

astern Gojjam jUStIf¥ investigating it as a fundamental element in local
social strycture, ‘The Tailure ot this Institution to appear in the literature of
other regions is either because of its marginal incidence or to lack of
research and attention to it by scholars. There is no doubt, however, that
further research is necessary before zegendt is stated as a pan-Ethiopian
institution with local variations or an institution significant only in Eastern
Gojjam and some parts of Shawa. .

For Eastern Gojjam, the institution of zegendt sheds great light on the
nature of social classes and the agrarian and property reIatlonshlﬁs
between lords and farmers. When we scrutinize the sources on-the
institution of zegendt a few dominant features stand out from the various
descriptions and references. It was a form of near servility which kept the
individuals to which the term zega was applied immobilized even though
It is not very clear whether they were tied to the lord or to the soil.&That
he might have been tied hoth to the lord and to the land should not be ruled
out, even though this mlght not enable us to make a direct comparison
between the zega and the European serf, _ _ _

~In some cases land charters converted many villages into Iordshlps,
with the peasantrY on the land converted to zega.” When this happened the
peasantry on the land was sometimes given the option of either continuing
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to live on the land as zegas or of leaving. In other words, if the old
inhabitants refused to be treated as zegas the land charters empowered the
landlords to evict the old peasants and settle new ones.& With the granting
of the charter to the lord, the opportunity also arises for the lord to define
the obligation of the zegas to himself. This means that the zegas could be
subjected to more or less onerous terms pertaining to the disposal of labor
and their produce. The zegas would therefore be deFrlved of some of the
rights that come with a full and absolute control over the means of
production. Like the terms of engagement as zegas, the terms of separation
could also be more or less onerous.” The latter could include loss of control
over his dwelling or important movable property. The lord could take
everything from a departing zega, including items like his bed, his stone
mill"(grindstone), his pestle and mortar an _?an (very large jar). In fact,
these household objects seem to have constituted a standard” list of items
that would be forfeited by the zega when and if separation was permitted.
It is from these varying terms of “separation” or “severance™ that one
infers the de?ree of immobilization of the zegas, not from a legal
stipulation that they were immobilized. Such a legal stipulation did not, in
fact, exist. While we can,sa?/ that the zeFas theoretically enjoyed freedom
of mobility, this theoretica rlﬁht would be asdgood as non-existent if
mobility involved loss of virtua yeverythlngJ land or other property.8'

In"“many specific cases that | have studied, the zegas were subjected
to very onerous terms. In fact, one can say that they were no better than
serfs. " The lord emﬁloyed the labor Power of the zegas on land that had
become his. Thus the dependence of the zegas on the lord was structured
in the production process. In the manual for the officials of the three
monasteries of Dabra-Warg, Gethsemane and Magdasa-Maryam (the
location of the last mentioned is unknown to me), the zegas are_listed
lower down in the social scale along with people whose livelihoods
derived from doing menial jobs. The rule required masters and lords
residing in the town and monastery of Dabra-Warg or absentees who
owned land in the town to register and notify the church officials of the
number and names of their children, servants and zegas*3 This is
indicative of the humble status of the zegas. _

Because of its importance for understanding the patterns of
production and in order to better locate the position of a class in the overall
system of production it would be necessary to show the development of
the institution of zegenat in the specific context of lands or areas covered
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in my sources. Clearly this institution has dgone through various stages of
evolution and the later practice crystallized out of the eariy precedents in
the 17hcentury. In other words princes and princesses granting land in the
18t and 19thcenturies empIO}/ed the category ofzega because a foundation
had been laid for it earlier although sources prior to the second half of the
eighteenth century are on the whole unclear or silent on the subject.
However, pedantic presentation of the Fr.e-elghteenth century antecedents
of this institution is out of the scope of this study and consciously deferred
by the researcher for another time for the extremely fragmentary nature of
the sources could not cohere together or refused to allow a rich texture of
historical  detail when .Fle.ce together. Precise delineation of the
characteristics of this institution could be made only from the study of 18t
and 19t century documents. However, this “does not mean that
methodologically this study is not a diachronic analysis. The purpose of
this section of my study iS limited .tollntroducm% this institution and to
figuring out its “general characteristics from the available evidence.
loreover establishing its roots firmly needs further research. | would also
like to emphasize that this institution and the sources are not synchronic
since its development over a space of a hundred and fifty Years could be
treated based on primary sources. Thus the movements leading fo the
emergence of this institufion would be attempted in brief from thé limited
sources we have. Let us begin with a very general outline of its features
and early precedents out ofwhich the later practice developed. _

The first explicit mention of the term zega is to be found in
documents dealing with the rebellion of the senior military regiments
called Querban and Mizan a%alnst Emperor Za-Dengel in the early 17
century. The condition that led to the revolt was the famous decree 0
“meder gahbar wasabe hara” which Crummey has translated as “Man is
Free and” Land is Tributary.” This situation is expressed by contemporary
d_g\curpent recording the events as follows “(DflahVic

m feem (D °vn h/“la,

nm f'i mTte DM voH  jetia coloc
hwK  h<v  ripiftfi* ([5+|,Af0

Zpv-flf OC”-which means [t]he soldiers called Querban and

Izan and Ras Za-Sellase revolted against Emperor Za-Dengel because of
the decree he issued that says “Man is free and land is tributary.” Their
(the soldiers’) zegas [had] Tebelled Bn consequence].  [Therefore] the
killed him Lthe king] with a sword at Barcha, in the middle of Dambya.”
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Here the term ze?as is undoubtedly a reference to ﬁeasants cultivating the
lands that the soldiers believed tobe theirs. For the peasantry the decree
freed them from oblugahons to the soldiery and they rose in support of .
For the soldlerK it threatened to take away their social and material
E_rlwleges and they drove them to a rebellion that led to the killing of the
king. ~With the killing of the king the decree was prevented from
implementation. Crummey has explained these events in terms of class
strugdgle. He has provided an excellent analysis of the events surrounding
the decree. Though he is unaware of the existence of the institution of
zegendt or the “importance of the term zega and its far-reaching
implication, Crummey considers those peasants who stood against soldiers
as serfs. He writes that the decree sought to abolish serfdom.d Be that as it
may; the mention of the term zega In the 17 century testifies that the
institution already existed prior to the 18hcentury. o

Takle also ‘employed the category of zega in recording Sixteenth,
more frequently seventeenth centurY events. In short he traces the origins
of the institution of zegendt to the 17hcentury.& This dating accords with
the time during which the royal court and its entourage had a temporary
presence in the area of present-day Eastern Gojjam and the Lake Tana
region. It is this royal presence that seems to have created the situations
that led to the emergence of zeg%endt. The monarchy had a number of
political and social problems to attend to and correct in the region. Some
of these problems dated from the sixteenth century and the early decades
of the seventeenth centur?/._ Beginning from these early times, Eastern
Gojjam had become to all intents and purposes a refuge for a variety of
People fleeing the Oromo, who had moved into many parts of what is
oday southern and central Ethiopia. One of the most important
movements of population into Eastern Gojjam induced by the expansion of
the Oromo was that of the Gafat.& N , ,

There were already mgm_ﬁcant communities of Gafat in the region
whose background and conditions of settlement in the region is not very
clear. It is not also clear what sgecmc readjustments had to be made to
accommodate this new wave of Gafat who fled their homelands under the
pressure of the Oromo. It is not clear if the Gafat moved into the region as
conquerors or as refugees seeking shelter. Their impact on the distribution
of land as conquerors would o woule have been different from their
impact as disorganized refugees. But the Gafat were not the only group
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whose increasing presence in the region was complicating the ethnic,
social and economic picture in the re%lon. _

The Oromo also pushed into the region on the heels of the Gafat.
Although the coming of the Oromo might have had military dimensions, it
is also possible also that su};mﬂc_an,t numbers were settled In the region as
followers and supporters of Christian princes like Susenyos who had had
extended periods of adventure among the Oromo.8 It is important to keep
in mind, however, that as this ethnic and social picture was getting
complicated through mlgzratory waves that brought the Gafat and the
Oromo_into the region, there ‘were pre-existing communities that were
struggling to maintain control over resources and as far as possible to
regain control from these later-coming groups. Equally significantly, there
were military elements (collectively referred to as ghdwa) whose presence
in the region is related to the attempts by the monarchy to re-establish
control or limit further incursions by the Oromo. Some of these ghawa
might have been recruited from local populations but many must have
been brought in from other Christian territories. o

It is also important to keep in mind that these waves of migration and
subsequent struggles over land were taking place within a relaively short
period. of time, So that one can refer to the decades hetween the late 16"
and mid 17hcenturies as a half-century of chaos and disturbance. Some of
our documentsdglve brief but significant indications of how land had
become dear and expensive durmg} this period. For instance, a general of
Emperor Fasiladas by the name 0 As?ader (whom we will meet later in
relation to his role in the reworking of the tenure s¥stem)_ is said to have
built a church at Zewa, around the upper course of the river Muga, and
endowed it with land that he purchased for fifty ounces of gold. This is a
fine testament to the fact that land was becoming a commodity and more
scarce than ever before. Incidentally, the church was burned down and
remained in ruins till the early eighteenth century when a certain
Ddjjazmach Amonyos rebuilt it® It Is also mterestm? that, as further
indication of the scarcity of land in the region, the land that was formerly
the endowment of this Church was later distributed among seven notables,
referred to in our sources as “wasaye?7[te]”(noblemen and princes).9 It was
thus not onh{ individuals but also churches, not onlgl the Gafat and the
Oromo but also the ghawa, not only ordinary people but also members of
the elite who lost and gained lands during these unsettled times. It was
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thus to bring order to the complications brought about hy these chaotic
conditions that the arrangements of the mid-17fhwere undertaken.

Takle credits Ras Asgader, the governor of Eastern GoH_am_ under
Fasiladas, for the settlement of the confusion through a new redistribution
of land. Asgader apparently had a personal stake in the reorganization, for
he also settled his own followers, one thousand s_trong cavalry and another
one thousand strong infantry. 9 The Ras establishe manY local ties by
creating qult lands Tor himself throughout the region.® It is difficult to
work out the principles that governed this redistribution of land. We know
that in some places, as in the districts of Ennabse and Ennase, previous or
“ancient” owners of the land were recognized as aroge tasari, (former

rantees) and allowed to retain control over all or part of their holdings.
hough the .scarcn){. of the sources inhibits us from making categorical
statement it is very |kelx that the aroge tasari might have been on the land
from before the sixteenth century.9 However, a recognition of their tenure
rlghts did not mean that they were totally untouched In this reorganization
of tenure under Asgader. They might have been removed from certain
pieces of land to be resettled on Some others. o
The most significant development in this reorganization of tenure,
however, was the reduction of a considerable number of the peasantry to
the status of zegas, associated with the loss of rights of ownership on land.
The one common denominator of all zegas was that they were not
recognized as full owners of land. In terms of social origin, they could
have come from any of the communities that inhabited the region at the
time, Gafat, Oromo or Amhara. There were places in the region in which
even the pre-sixteenth century owners lost control over land. Takle notes,
for instance, that some 367 people of Gafat origin in Bibunn, located to the
southwest of the town of Mota, were expropriated and made “gabbars”
and their descendants remained in that status right down to the nineteenth
century. His information suggests that the lands were actually transferred
to the crown, from which it was subsequently passed to “the eight royaltx”
{simintu zufan).9¢This eight ro%alty, according to tradition, referred to the
eight children of Ras Be’ela-Christos who was a cousin _of,Susen?/os and
an important official of his court.% Y azufan-agar” consisting of lands of
this kind, as well as “Yawayezciro-agar” (referring to lands passed on to
female members of royalty) were found in many parts of Eastern G_oubam
and Damot.% The grant involved the right of use and it was heritable.
Almost all of them apparently date from this redistribution of tenure in the
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second half of the seventeenth century and some of them date from earl
times. The female descendants of medieval emperors (like Lebna-Denge
owned these lands and their descendants retained it till the nineteenth

century.
1yhus the central element in the redistribution of land under Asgader

was that many of the former peasants, indigenous to the area, become
subjects on lands which were once their own. Not all of the peasantry was
completely dispossessed however. Some, according to Takle, “were
allowed to retain a third of their former land and live under the jurisdiction
of their lords. Takle notes that the amount of land dispossessed from the
local population was two-thirds of the land and they were allowed to retain
only one-third of their former land. This shows that the principle of land
division between the dabtara and the peasantry carried out on the basis of
two-thirds for the former and one-third for the latter which is frequently
attested in the 18hand 19hcenturies land charters mlght have also evolved
in the 17th century. It is also indicative of how this principle of land
division was a deepl]y embedded in the local tradition among the people of
the area of study. The ze?as who were completely dispossessed might
have been descendants of the relatively recent settlers in the region
Partlcularly descendants of the Gafat. Thus a hereditary taint was attached
0 the zega class. This, at least, is what we can tenfatively gather from
Takle'saccount. .

~As | have pointed out above, the status of zega involved not only
losing land or retaining .onIY a portion of it, but also accepting the new
terms of a relationship with the new lord. Even zegas who retained a third
of their former holdings were subject to new terms of relationship with the
lord, and their tenure was made conditional. It appears that a large number
of the Gafat who refused to continue to live in the region as zegas left the
area and moved into the neighboring regions like Gondar and Wallo.9
~From the foregoing It is apparent that the creation of the new
institution of zegenat owed itself'to two concomitant phenomena. One
was the scarcity of land, creating pressure on particular plots of the
available land and making eviction necessary to create room for new
settlers. The other was the fluidity of local conditions as a result of the
unsettled conditions since the sixteenth century. This later phenomenon
created the overall conditions under which the reorganizations and the
evictions were justified. Our sources suggest that land tenure in Eastern
Gojjam attained a greater degree of stability after the reorganizations
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under Asgader. Whatever readjustments were made afterwards were minor
and insignificant. That is why a detailed study of this major reorganization
IS necessary. In the following chapters | attempt to do this and to delineate
the social contours that the resultant tenure system created.
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CHAPTER TWO

GULT LORDS, ZEGA AND THE BALA-REST: THE
%TR%JCTE;URE OF THE SOCIETY IN EASTERN GOJJAM,
1767-1874.

2.1 The Propert Sh/stem and the Institution of Zegenat: Main
Features and Characteristics.

The chaos and insecurity of life in the 17t century, as we have seen in the
previous chapter, probably led to the emergence of the institution of
zegenat. Likewise in the period known as the Zamana Masafent (which
lasted ¢. 1769-1853), or shortly before, some departure from the pre-
emstmgI mode of access to land” seems to have started. The 18th century,
especially its second half, witnessed unprecedented disturbances and the
ascendancy of regional lords. The power of the mon.archr had collapsed
almost completely and provincial lords had become virtually independent.
My information on Eastern Gojjam for the 18hand 19t centuries shows
that at the local level the Zamana Masafent brought about significant
changes. To begin with, the regional ruling houses were able to make
increasingly direct intervention in the tenure systems, so much so that in
some é)laces they embarked on a thorough redistribution of property.
Secondly, the new terms of access to land favoured the lords over the
peasantry because the obligations of the latter were increased considerably
or at least the documentary records show the attempt,1 These changes
represented a marked departure from conditions in the days of
monarchical power. The monarchy before its collapse in the "1770s
appears to have curtailed the capacities of local rulers to intervene in local
property and tributary relations. . _

~ Meanwhile, in Eastern Gojjam a regional %nasty had established
itself in the second half of the 18t ce_nturfy. e significance of the
Zamana Masafent was that, therefore, it afforded this local dynasty an
opportunity to redistribute property and throu%h that to strengthen its
position. By far the best evidence ‘supporting the disappearance of state
Interference 'in the relationship between lord and peasant in the study area
is the fact that the local dynas.t%/ went about distributing as well as
deflnl_nq the forms of tenure with little regard for or reference to the
imperial centre. These redistribution and redefinitions were made in
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almost complete disregard of extant charters that invoked the names of the
ineffectual kings at Gondar (the imperial capital). What all of this
entailed was the erosion and in some cases the revocation of the rights of
the peasantry over rest lands.2 _ _

Gult grants thrived during this turbulent period. Some big churches
were founded and many old churches were endowed/ Most of the
pertinent documents regarding land date from this period. Local rulers
also became big landlords in"their own right. Their enhanced political
status vis-a-vis the monarchy was thus accompanied by their growing
interest in aquculture on lands gained through eviction. For instance, Ras
[-Ia)(lu_l (r.c.1770 -1794) who was the ruler of the whole region of Gojjam,
including the area of study, had concentrated large estates in his hands
during this period. He apParentIy put to work gangs of zegas with as many
as five hundred pairs of oxen, Accordm?_to information collected by
Takle, Haylu acquired his land through outright eviction of the restama
as well as local notables. This suggests, without doubt, an increasing
arbitrariness with regard to rest land on the part of local rulers.4

Takle, our source for this information, indicates that the zegas whom
Haylu transferred from elsewhere and resettled as labourers on his large
personal estates were of landless Muslims. The economic and cultural
segregation of Muslims, which prohibited them from owning land in
Christian dominated places made landless agricultural labourers readily
available to big landlords to cultivate their lands acquired through outrltt;ht
expropriation of the restama. I-_Ia%/Iu reportedly stationed soldiers on the
lands that he took over by outright expropriation to suP_erwse and make
sure that the zegas who worked the estates were effectively supervised.
The extensive interventions of Haylu in local land matters, particularly his
revocation of the property rights of local notables, apparently created
considerable and rather permanent tension hetween him and other elite
types. Haylu’s land policy earned him the enmity of the elite so much that,
at least on one occasion, the latter are said to have organized an abortive
conspiracy to kill him5 o
. The 18thand 19h centuries are also notable for a rise in exchangies
involving land. Given the fact that the buying and selling of land in the
context of the rest system was generally an exception rather than the rule,
the substantial frequency of land sales during this period constituted a
veritable revolution. Our sources for Eastern Gopam show that it is
roughly from about the middle of the eighteenth century that men from all
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walks of life started to engage in buying and selling land, both urban and
rural.6 Trade in land of such intensity had no known precedent in
Eth|0+)|an history. . , _
he charters from Eastern Gojjam also contain clauses allowing
grantees the I’I%ht to dispose, of rim lands and town lands by sale,
Indicating that the land tenure system legalized private and exclusive
ownership of land. One such charter, allowing the dabtara free disposal of
land, was given to the church of Mota Giyorgis as we shall see below. The
actual dlsgosal of land chiefly took the form of outright sale and other
forms that were generically referred to as wurs, The latter sometimes
meant voluntary transfer, very close to a gift or bequeathal. Sometimes,
however, it meant transfers involving the exchange of money plus other
kinds of obligations by the beneficiary of wurs to the benefactor. Due to
these relatively stron% rights to dispose of land, both rural and town
properties were boug t and sold quite frequently from about the mid-
eignteenth down to the twentieth century. As envisaged in the charter for
the church of Mota Giyorgis, there developed a more vigorous and
extensive trade in land in Mota more than anywhere else in the region.7

There is also a st[lkmglr high incidence during this period of a
system by which prominent fay personalities, women as well as men,
undertook to perform specialized services for the church as “priests,
deacons or dabtara.” Apparently, the undertaking was that these persons
would “buy” or in other ways provide other persons who would give these
services to the churches. ~ Persons holding land in the domain of the
Church were generically referred to as dabtara. The direct meaning of the
term dabtara 1s choir-man and/or scribe, but the word was used to refer to
people holding land from the church in return for the specific service
rendered. The term dabtara referred to broad social entities and a very
strange mixture of people ranging from the king to a very humble choir-
man.

In general, there was durmg this period a considerable transfer of
land from the peasantry to lords and to institutions like the Church.
Likewise there was a striking coincidence hetween fresh redistributions of
land and markets in land.” There was also a system of carrying out
obligations to the Church by proxy.8 , ,
~ The most |m80rtant land grant in the period was made in the
eighteenth century by Walata-Isra’el to Mota Glyorgis church and to five
small monasterie$ found in the district of Ennase. A'total of 350 dabtaras
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were established over 1000 gasas of land. The list of the specific fields
and villages distributed to the dabtaras is recorded in the MS. called
Mazgab (Registry) in the church treasury.9This is probably the longest list
of gult land TegisSter to exist as far as the researcher is aware. The MS. is
not however hound together but made of loose leaves. Nor is it catalogued
and registered by the Ministry of Culture. Copies of the document
detailing the relationship between the zega and the dabtara and the
restanna and the dabtara that WSlata-Isra’el set down are found in the
manuscript collections of the monastery of Marfula-Maryam, the churches
of Dabra-Eliyas, Dabra-Marqos and Y&gwara Qwseqwam, all found far
apart from each other®) . .
The events leading to the recording of the charter in the last three
churches are mterestm? by themselves. King Takla-Haymanot made
rants to the churches of Dabra-Margos and DabrS-Eliyas on the basis of
e precedent set by Walata-Isra®el. In fact, he ordered Walata-Isra’el’s
charter to be copied and deposited in the qult registry of the two churches.
However, the document was also found as an nsertion in a manuscript
found at the Yagwara Qwseqwam church, located in the district of Liban,
in the south-western part of eastern Gojjam. It was copied from D&hra-
Eliyas, in connection with an attemﬁt to settle a dispute between peasants
and the clergymen attached to the church. Details about what rights of the
church were “under contest by the peasantry can not be given or known
from the historical record. The original grant to Yagwara was made by
DaHazmach Walta, one of the senior officials of Ras HaYIu in the
eighteenth century. Like many %ult charters in the re%lon, Walta drew up
his land ?rant to"Yagwara on the model of Walata-Isra’el’s, i.e. on the
basis of the formula of one-third to the balarest and two-thirds to the
dabtara. However, the document aﬁpears to have been destroyed, which
reason necessitated its copying by the orders of Ras Haylu 11, the son and
successor of TSkla-Haymanot. 'The latter needed the copy in order to
settle the dispute that arose between the church and the peasants in the
early twentieth century. 1l _
Because of their importance for the themes and theses of this work
and the articulation of the system or rights and obligations linking and/or
separating the dabtaras and the restdnnas, it would be helpful to Rresent
two somewhat lengthy quotes from the charters of East Gojjam. The first
was a charter made by WSlata-Isra’el and the second was a grant charter
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made to Dabra-Eliyas on the model of the former given by Takla-
Haymanot:2

I'hTHD- a&T PC  0»%a\C

paoh”~ 11 M °7unc
~taara o JE Maxn-n"
haeTAf+9°] | Mmtr ananon

ansmm-fin N> waa pacaTor (I
erotic* h*rC s7me  PANfIT*  nna7aj i

> &#2An VI IL/?
LC/" (16.C/'1 fIAZFIVE f17

Armn-n* VA> ~ii A~ A~ 9 grwnr n0f

ntr’ n"A pAniril

A mon”~r i£0»'<h n~"A~n* [hr ’\]

MA'fCD n*A 71 "A"O) PA/fOUIfl* AP
f-*ANATa hig  I'CDY/

he 7W Pasre(D'0a o'l

PA/J hnfl)'>0 hEIVPFI>  (Im.A WW 27I0A A*Aa>
tAcD'  a>AT  vor 10 NMba>
( 9"|| rVt"ah9° acn Vasll [PAA]
av Lb? _aan> CDCR™  pat hisan
hAT>  nATi 1 I’AOM |f|h|'°7a f|>Alr 7'0'f
&ao&r* hMhAr* nAAa> *a> V>£n
noA* h£ n"NoOANtD* M
PAn*to°ii n* ru” *cy> fI£
fLAl hAm?°* J&fIAPAII OACAk M®'7
h™MA« £nA<PA M E &fW<5- h7m<- CAi; '/fl>
flA- hMa> 7°£C hflA MS'® J&hMAA
0.'hCh+nF P\6*till paaV-Ul  pmvy
PA'fIN'fc? U7C 70H Va> tf?2fl £9 flIEA £CA
fu XA °n hAAN A.+m((VFl* > #20>11
p7an>\ a7un’\ <¢j&*+*?©e Tm/ "¢
fVf'hCAN P} h7ANI&
fthCrn va> IhtﬂV/\9 \\ PfrADA 2717 JiAaM |
Allur +©<&e£ fi'9u hAfIMS 0O~ 771-f
A7Hfr *a>”"£ 2 eaa>* 10 n7
/1Aa)' 11 nhA”™9 nA.+mn-n/~h* N"Anfa>11
6”7a nhA”a> JorA n/t+mnn” hAn”~aMf
°n A.MaA' MMM pant 5n oA P4Ah
hA-T’fl> | | Pa7.fl)d hA.Aa> VfI>11

45



h9"fla)'9k 7ial ah(D' twC fn EMA 1
DC& 16600y 1(D\! fr2® 10 n>
MtfOMI (17 P~CD'H wC= <R4J5aM
praKH hnAAAD> va>n  fior<* 'Raive/Nou
MATfI> hh<€C/% 71?frC™ mf(D'90 i)~ if'T
&h<iAAn hwW'> hANd)*
KE<r trvY-f AI>A* £If9A 11 h' W} JSE
ANmiMIMc IBAACAZIE N T+CD-
<A & C hJ'All 207K .CiA M C1
i it 5){r%$' &(DtljfoIi JIW '}
h«EA OAi; &h<f.ANA i
fcA?" +AhC AOA" U”ah <M0)- QAE 4£A
ONT' 77°nc MD: f (PA> Dif AN AN ARA
M  MOAANH* I f£2'h'9°  HfI'+M.ni'
& NA NI PEfiI™'yu 7me hEuE P7m<” f©'CC
h&r<m\ fAnc ach* hA~AT .paa®©-
heftC tf-fIC’ *Afl ~-fIC ATf- J&"A f!
p*5 ™ 77&%p vana&b 5+? u  pt\
Mfa> 11 hA™ A+mn-n™ run ~“uno hAMA
hn” = 0p?’\spii m Jiv*m_ ~h-fIMAn
cd £<rab’)9° himc fAoh HAAj&ACPA ff
h°\yf3’\§ - ‘frfa* *a>ii $U‘thr-hf? AhE>
o> Ph'fAdh 6U<P AC ™MTHA!T nAAfl> °n
CW4-V- louw AO EhESAH
ftp w  AEEF 2?77 NANY '
Tt £%4A1 a-) h&'kZT'll
PEFIFA  9°7tfF  70P CAIVFUA  hA+HE'Tr3li
an'> ru.’%al> .ﬁi'i*A’\ n,*?” 7-if-
[UECA A% ACH ZIMiTtao0A<p* <ynt*
M h'la" PA *

nn

% peasants in the town shall not be liable jointly
with " those in the countryside [for the paymient of
occasional levies]. 1f occasional levies are to be
imposed the community of the church shall determing
what should be the amount [he peasants in the town%
shall pay and not the aldga and the ligafababt. Bot

the town and the surroundmg countryside do not owe
the obligation fo Prowde sfipend and meals to_the
aldga and the liqarababt. The bdlagdr arefree ofthe
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obligation of building houses and utting up fences
[for the alaga and the ligatababt]. The dabtara would
preside in Judgment over the zega. If they (the zega)
are implicated in cases involving murder, adultery,
theft and the killing ofanimals the cases will be seen
by the alaqa and the liga\dbabt. And when the dabtara
uarrel with one another over rim land and town plots
there is nojudgment fee. phls is becausej all over the
regions in which the dabtara are established both the
alaga and the ligafcibabt would already have taken a
fifth ofthe landfor themselves. The blatengetoch ofthe
alaga and of the ligafababt are immune from any
obligation but this exemption does not apply to their
subordinates. The same is true with the agafari. The
stipend of the liga‘abaw is one qunna from the
peasants from each house and a third of his stipend
shall be paid to himfrom the town. The duties of the
ghega are asfollows; he has a ma?arafya (unit ofland
measurement)from lands paying [tribue?] ingold. He
has one rock-saltfrom each'gasa. The ghega is not to
enter and interfere in the administration of the town
except in the sisso land. On the two-third of the
dabtara land there shall be no dues and obligation. |f
the dabtara owned oxen they shall cultivate their lands
by themselves]; short ofthis, they shall rent [out their
ands to others] and exploit their land. The balarest
holding their sisso land shall meet his obligation and
exploithis land, however, ifthe dabtara encroach into
the sisso land Iayln? claim ofrest nght he shall have
obligation to pay tribute_and build a church. The
abaz will actas'a (Judge in the land given to support
Mass, incense_and maberat. The judges in cases
mvolva the killing ofa stolen animal and death will
be the alaga and the liga*dbabt. The subordinate ofthe
gabaz shall be elected by the community in
consultation with the principal gabaz from among
those holding urban sites and serving the church. The
office has rim [land] attached to it. The subordinate of
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the [gabaz; shall have two rock-salts and three sheep
deduCted [lor,hls stipend] from the revenue collected
from regls,ratlon fee paid by those purchasing urban
sites and rim land. The alaqa and the ligafababt have
to provide meals. The alaga has fo provide seven
meals and the Il(}afababt_ ten meals, They shall receive
three beefcattletor Christmas andfive beef cattle for
Easter. The beef cattle shall be contributed from the
sisso land. The shimagelle invited bY the gheqa shall
partake of the meals. "The price of the beef cattle is
sixteen rock-salts, They shall also receive ten sheep.
The sheep are to be contributed by the gheqa; the heef
cattle shall be contributed from™ the balasisso. The
stipend of the eight officials from faranji (European)
onions is asfollows: the stipend will be divided in two
portions, one-halfhbelongs fo the alaqa. The other half
will be divided into two portions. Halfofit goes to the
liqafdbabt. The remainder would be divided into three
portions. One portion belongs to the gabaz and the
re ksadaber, one portion belongs to the gahhgeta and
?erageta and one portion would be divided among the
wo maghanoch and emoch. The rulefor the mari‘and
es Partaklng tazkar meal [is as follows]; the mari
shall take the upper and the ges lowerfrorit seats. The
mari shall receive two-thirds and the ges one third [?].
Burial prayers should be performed wherever oneé is
buried. The daber shall not go to the ga(ar and the
afar shall not come to the daber. |fone Can not afford

e charge ofthe daber he paysfor the asaba-magaber
(burialfée) .and departs. The gera%eta, maghane and
anngeta will have one gasa each. Even the alaga and
the ligafababet if they do not provide meals for the
community they take ‘lower seats. If one provides a
meal he Shall be honoured. The enclosure shall be
built by the balasisso in the countryside. The ghega
will supervise its construction. The peasants residing
in the town shall contribute thatching grass. The
balaisso shall bring waadf (building ~material),
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thatching grass and rope and cover the roof. If the
zegia of the dabtara departs he shall offer a gan, a
millstone, mortar and bed. He cannot depart
demolishing his dwelling. 1fa wife ofa dabtara goes to
market she shall notpay marketfee. Ifthe house ofthe
zega is destroyed by fire or if the house in which he
dwells is demolishéd he shall build another before
departm?. The land given to support the Mass is
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the church of Dabra-Eliyas) he declared that the dabtara
should have two-thirds and the restanna one-third of the
land according to the establishment of Mop. If the
Demah-Ganat in violation of this, seeks to dispossess the
dabtara or the balarest; or if the dabtara attempts to
dispossess another dabtara, or if the dabtara and the
restanna seek to dispossess one another thefine on each
party_shall be fifty ounces of g_old. This has been
sanctioned as inviolable by the Bishop, the episcopos
[ates], the eghage, the gomos and the ges. As regards
judicial matters the dabtara shall abide by the Tules
pertaining to their qro_up; the balasisso shall abide by the
ruI_espertalnln? to their group. The alaqa shall, likewise,
abide by the rules providedfor their group. These are the
terms oTthe Mo\a system.

[ [TakIa-demano[t)] established this (dabtara of
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The first problem that should be addressed is the precise nature of
the right of the dabtaras over the land. A detailed and careful analysis of
the charter above suggests that it would be inaccurate to describe the right
of the dabtaras as a right over tribute only. The charter defines both the
scope and the sBecmcs of the rights and obligations of the dabtaras and
the restannas. ro,bablﬁ the most explicit and definitive statement in the
gnrant is the stipulation that “If the dabtara owned oxen they shall cultivate
their lands [by themselves]; short of this, they shall rent [out their lands to
others] and exploit their land.” There is also another equally definite and
bold statement in the charter that pronounces that “On the two-thirds of
the dabtara land there shall be no dues and obligations.” B The scribe of
the charter of Walata-Isra’el (the first long ently% is unequivocal on this
Fomt, unlike the scribes of many other charters who did not trouble
hemselves much to define the specific rights of the dabtaras over their
rm land in plain terms. It is apparent from the first stipulation that the
restahna and the dabtara had no concurrent rlqhts over the two-thirds of
the land, which was given to the latter. The baldrest was entitled to only
one-third of his rest land the two-thirds already effectively granted to
others and Ihat those others should kee? and cultivate the remaining two-
thirds. Control by the restannas over the two-thirds of the land is fully
forfeited. As the charter makes it .excee,dln?ly clear the right of the
dabtaras was firmly rooted in the soil. 4 Rim [and was therefore first and
foremost a right tothe land not a right to the tribute. It referred to lands
over which the subgect of the dabtaras, known as zegas, would he
stationed. In fact, if gult is understood to mean tribute extraction, that
}errg may not be fully descriptive of the rights of the dabtaras over their
ands.

~ The charter deprived the restannas of rest rights on the two-thirds of
their lands, which now came to be occupied by the subjects or zegas of the
grantees. The ﬁrov,lswn that the officials of the church had no right to
interfere in the noldings of the dabtaras or over two-thirds of the land so
long as theP/ did not violate the conditions set out in the charter is
indicative of the fact that grants were made to them in perpetuity. Any
attempt on the part of the restannas to hinder full property rights by the
dabtara was made punishable by a fine of fifty ounces, which” was
considerable. Presumab!y_the injunction and the “associated heavY_ fine
imposed on possible restdnila trespassers is meant to affirm the reality of
the surrender of their land. Nobody would dare to challenge the rights of
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the dabtaras and risk a liability of fifty ounces of ?old!]5 Once granted,
two-thirds of the land thus remained under the effective occupation or
control of the dabtaras, . _

The %rantor, Walata-Isra’el, left only one-third of the land in the
hands of the restannas. This rl%ht of the restannas is acknowledged by
the charter in the injunction thaf the dabtaras should not encroach over
this one-third of the” land. It is mterest!n% to recall the provision in the
charter_quoted above that even the rights of the restannas over the
remalnln% one-third seems very precarious. Although the fine of fifty
ounces of gold can be found in the abridged charter of Walata-Isra'el set
down in the many manuscripts in Mota and other churches 6 the
injunction is lacking in the long and extended charter copied and
deposited in the churches of Yagwara Qwesqwam and DabrS-Eliyas from
which the charter above is taken. Thus the gn%unctlon of fine and the strict
restriction against violations of the grant might have been a latter addition
by King _TakIa-Ha%/manot. Although the charter provides some safe_?uard
for the right of the restannas over the one-third of the land, still the
holding of the restannas seems to be precarious. For example the
consequences for dabtaras who violate the terms of the grant were not
that serious. No fine was to be imposed for such an act but the dabtara
would simply render himself/herself liable to additional services and
obligation due to the church. Moreover, the surrender of two-thirds of the
land" did not end the obligation of the restannas. Labour dues or the
obligation to render customary payments like contribution of an ox for
festive occasions was demanded. . o

The right of the dabtaras on the land is of the nature of ownership in
perpetuity, free from interference. The only condition was rendering
service t0 the church. Moreover there is one indication of the exclusive
and almost absolute nature of the right. The dabtaras held their rim lands
individually. This can easily be deduced from the provision of the grant
for contmqe_nmes in connection with (iuarrel or encroachments on any
other’s holding. Besides rural lands the dabtaras were settled in the
towns and they acquired r.|?_hts to live therein in perpetuity onIK subject to
good behaviour and fulfilling their obligation towards the church. One
useful indication of the permanent nature of the right of the dabtaras over
the town sites is that no town sites were re-granted subsequent to the
settlement of the first batch of the dabtaras concurrent with the
establishment of the church. Moreover the charter asserted the right to sell
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rim land and hota by the dabtaras and it did occur as envisaged by the
charter as indicated above.l The extended charter does not for example
re(T]ul_re the dabtaras to get the apBrovaI of or the permission of church
officials to sell their rim land or bota and to erect huildings over their
urban sites.8 The dabtaras would build permanent structure over their
bota like houses or plant permanent trees which could render revocation
difficult if not impossible and unless sufficient conditions warranting such
an action existed. Thus the dabtaras’ right over rim and bota is In the
nature of private ownership though one can not dare to say that their right
was in the nature of an absolute freehold. They had the right to transmit
their holdings to their o_ffsprn]gl. Bota and rimland could be forfeited if,
and only if, the holder died heirless or defaulted on his obllgatlo_ns to meet
the demands of the church. Thus we can not say that the holdings of the
dabtaras were temporary and precarious. . .

Undoubtedly, there is considerable lack of clarity on the meanings of
gult and the dialectics between gult and the complex combination of
8roup and individual rights that we know by the term rest. What the

ocuments that | have presented above show, however, is that gult was in
Eastern Gojjam a right to property acquired by the elite in the_elgghteenth
century distributions. It will 'be Inaccurate t0 describe the right of the
dabtaras over the two-thirds of the land as a right to tribute.

There are other important points that stand out from the charters
above that deserve attention and elaboration. One is the juridical right of
the dabtara over his zega. Nowhere is the institution of Zegenat describes
with such clarity as in the document (%uoted above. This is the earliest
charter, as early as 1767. Its provisions for the dabtaras are very complete
and it depicts the zegas In somewhat harsh_terms, |mpqsm%1_ some
limitations and conditions on their mobility. The charter implies the
existence of an intricate web of rights and duties in the relationships
between the zegas and the dabtaras.” The relationship is an unequal one:
the dabtara is clearly of hlgher.standlng, both in material and socia
terms, than the zega. ~ The following observations can be made from the
uotation above. Walata-Isra’el gave a special and privileged status to all
the dabtaras connected with the church, giving specialized services in
various capacities, freeing them all from obligations and tribute, like
market fees and court fees and other advantages of exemptions from many
other obligations due to the church. Many fortunes were amassed by the
dabtaras and people associated with the church. They enjoyed immunity
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from any intervention by the local ghecja for any reason whatsoever. The
8heqa were forbidden to levy any tax on the two-thirds of the land of the
abtaras in the countryside and 'in the town and even to enter the latter,
The alaga and the " ligatababt, and the ghega under them, had
administrative authority, including rlgihts to levy taxes, only on the sisso
lands'. Two-thirds of the land was seftled by the zegas of the dabtaras. 9
Over these lands, property was the most important point of inter-class
interaction, The dYadIC economic and social relationships which church
tenure in rim entails is therefore essentially the relation between the zegas
and the lords in contradistinction to what is often stated to be between the
dabtaras and the restannas. _

~ The dabtaras were immune from interference by government
officials in their relationship with their zegas. The implication of this right
IS too obvious to call for extensive elaboration. Though pragmatist
consideration might have tempered what might otherwise have Deen a
very harsh exploitation of the zegas; and with due allowance to the fact
that the relationship between documentary norms and realty should be left
an open question, it would not be difficult to conceive that the dabtaras
could demand ofthel_r zeqas whatever obligation they wanted since the
latter did not have their obligations defined and placed in the charter. It is
i)ossmle_ to presume that they would be made to pay at the will of the
ords, given the fact that the lords’ rights were absolute or comprehensive
and that the latter had the right to dictate the terms of their relationship
with the zegas. This would u.ndoubtedl¥ mean that the obligations could
be not only onerous but also wregular. his is therefore, evocative of the
possibility” that it was not only that the terms of tenure of the zega were
very precarious but it was also that his labour was not his own. Though
not"in strict property terms, in fact, it mlqht be said that in some resPects
that zega was only a little better than a sfave, Legally, also the dabtaras
were_given some rights over the person and behaviour of the zega. As
mention has already been made, the granting of rim land was always
accompanied by a delegation of{urldlcal power to the individual dabtara
over the zega 4 It is apparent that the judicial rights exercised by the
dabtaras were comprehensive and total, the on(ljy exceptions .bem% cases
involving crimes such as theft, adultery and murder. The granting ot rights
to the dabtaras to .trx all civil cases myolv.m% the zegas would enable the
former to have a high degree of discretion in the matter of disposing of the
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labour of the zegas since they were made judges and landlords at one and
the same time.2” _ R _

‘The specific labour services, economic obligations and social
relationships of the dabtaras with the zegas might have been regulated by
custom. However, as mention has already been made it is not hard to see
that the zegas perhaps lived under a very harsh subjection since the
charter is concerned only with punishments to be meted out by the lord
and the church officials zn criminal cases) without any provisions for the
zegas to appeal if the lord mistreated them or denied them their right of
mobility or if the lord broke his part of the contract. EquaIIY important,
however, is that the_ze?as could not leave the estate of the lord without
meeting what we might call “terms of severance” or “separation.” These
included, for instance, the rebuilding of dwellings that mlg%ht be needed by
incoming zegas (the charter mentions for example that a zega whose
dwellings had been consumed by fire could not just leave without re-
erecting the structures). In another source dealing with the subject of the
mobility of the zegaS they were required to pay money fo get the
permission for departure and there was a ban upon leaving without
p_a%ment, except by the permission of the lord. The dabtaras exacted
either a sum of money or more frequently the best elements of the
movable property of the zegas: his large jar {gan), his pestle and mortar
his bed and his stone mill. The zega was given freedom to leave the land
if he agreed to leave these objects. _

It is impossible, however, to make a complete analysis of the nature
of the socio-economic relationships between the zega and the dabtara.
Hence the need for con5|der|n% more cases in the pages that follow.
Further evidence about the humble status of zegas comes from a charter
drawn up in the second half of the nineteenth century. This charter is
incorporated in a qult register found at Dabra-Marqos. Unlike the
eighteenth century land grant this is a secular land 8rant. However, the
evidence contained in this charter (though it involve peo‘ple and places
not covered by the study) from different periods reflects st.r!kmq
similarities with'the evidence in church land grants and provide additiona
details on the qual relationship between the zega and his lord.3 .

Considerable villages in Kutai, northern” Wallaga, specifically in a
()Al/ace called Lemat beyond the Blue Nile were transferred to Dajjazmach

&rgenah (Warge for short), an official and son-in-law of King Takla-
Haymanot. The reason for the expropriation of the land is clearly stated in
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the grant document to Warge. The native population in Lemat were
dispossessed of their land ap?arently for reasons of collective crime
committed against the army of Takla-Haymanot’s general, Warge. The
revolt was apparently a resistance movement waged against the
imposition of the Gojjame rule over northern Wallaga in the second half
ofthe 19t century when GOJAam expanded though briefly into that region.
War(ie’s soldiers were killed by the Lemat Qromo and the latter's land
was transferred as a blood price to WSrge. The native people forfeited
their right over the land and Warge could now evict them. This situation is
expressed in the following words, “PA "7" P4 (DCtiJ
" heiur/™ ' ir?
MACMATAVC a A A&SHIR* [IP 1f?" AITC VAI>! IThis
literally means that “The Lemat Galla (Oromo), having destroyed the
Christian arm¥ of Ddjjazmach Warge, their rest has been transferred as
blood price. If they choose to live, theg{ shall become the ze?a of Dajjach
Warge."2  And on folio 38verso column two, we have the following
similar charter for Dajjach WSrge reaffirming the earlier ?rant with some
additions to provisions on the right of toll tax and market fee over many
areas:

6 +hA UPO!?%' A"fL_gDC’f J

AZW'U miA rhv- hi% 'alovsy.
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Kl_n% Takld-Haymanot granted to Ras War(ie one-
third of the market fees” and proceeds from the toll
gates of Didi in Limmu, of Yaddbalmo'a in Yebantu,
ofKiramu in Gida, ofEnawand, in Amoru, of Dulcha
Ganji, Garado and Lugema in Horro, [He also]
%ranted to.him the lands of] Lemat as gult in Kutai a3
Dlood price, '[W|th total] immunity from the
interferences of the meslane or of governors, A
Froclamanon has been issued to this effect, Thefine
or the transgression ofthis isfifty ounces ofgold.
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_ The revolt was considered as an act of treason and crime against the
regional ruler which resulted in the virtual eviction of peasants from their
rest land. The above charter undoubtedly created very large populations of
zega since the decision to evict the population by the king seems to show
that Warge was given Bower to evict summarily not only the rebels who
did the actual fighting but also those who supported or took side with the
rebels against his army. This is because the document referred to the
dispossessed baldrest in collectivity ie. it employed a plural noun and
hence it was apparentl?/ carried out without distinction between those
persons who were involved in the offences and whole communities. The
revolt justified the virtual expropriation of the former o_ccupants of the
Iand_bﬁ the king by virtue of his right of reversion. Unlike the baldrest,
the ri tofoccu‘oancy ofthe zegas was not recognized atall.2

arge could have carried out the act of exprogrlatlon following his
empowerment to impose summar){ eviction. As has been discussed above,
the status of zega involved not only losing land or retaining only a portion
of it, but also accepting new terms of socio-economic and legal-
administrative relationships with the new lord. Following the granting of
the charter, therefore, the native people would be subjected to new terms
of relatlonshlﬁ with the lord, and their tenure was made conditional. A
reference to the wish of the people themselves is made. They were faced
with very difficult choices. he?/ could either live under their new lord
Warge as his zegas or leave their former land and settle elsewhere.
Though some of the former occupants of the land might have refused to
allow themselves to be treated as zegas we can assume that most of them
would have been much less inclined to depart since it is a very hard
decision to make to leave the very soil where one was bom and had lived
long. Many might have chosen fo live under Warge in their new status
than to depart. Moreover, Warge could have been willing to retain them
on favourable terms of a%[eement than to take the trouble of looking for
other zegas to settle on his estate. In all cases, however, the status of
those who accepted the Iordshlp of Warge would be completely
transformed, becoming his subjects. In disreqard of their former free
status they were considered henceforth as being zegas and their land
instantly became the estate of Warge. o
‘The recognition of the right to depart in itself also shows the
confidence of the lord that he could find other people to become his zega
by being settled on the new land he had thus acquired, which in turn
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testifies to the existence of many landless people. The charter does not
provide direct evidence to support this hypothesis but it seems a logical
and warranted inference. Warge appare_n_tIY evicted them soon after he had
received from Takla-Haymanot an official affirmation of forfeiture of the
right of the indigenous people. In the original charter there is a clause
inserted safequarding the freedom of choice for the former occupants of
the soil but in the second which reconfirms the provision made for War(ie
by the first charter the clause is omitted. The explanation for this could
only be that either the former occupants had agreed to live under Warge as
his zegas or that the latter had already settled other zegas from elsewhere,
which rendered the insertion of the clause unnecessary. The allowance of
the exercise of the rlght to depart or not given to the native people whose
land was being transferred as a blood price can be considered as an echo
of the provision of freedom of mobility to the zega contained in the
sources discussed above. The second charter was given to Warge after he
was promoted to the status of Ras and many tpnwleges such as the right to
collect a third of the toll tax and market fees from many places were
awarded to him2z7 o

The legal and administrative powers of Warge and the obll%a,tlons he
could impose on his subjects are not defined in the charter. But it seems
that he had unqualified legal jurisdiction over his zegas to the complete
exclusion of the government ‘officials. Any attempt by any government
official to transgress the provisions of the charter to Warqe was made
punishable by a payment of a fine of fifty ounces of gold. There is no
Proylsmn in the charter for the zega to be judged by anyone other than
heir new lord; nor is there any provision as to whom they could appeal to
for protection against his actions.8 A concomitant circumstance of the
provision for the right of unqualified jurisdiction of Warge over his zegas
was that he could exercise all kinds of seigniorial ru{qhts over his zegas.
Sources suggest that bqnda?e_nelther to the soil nor to the lord seems to
be characteristic of the institution of zegenat. However, since the grant for
Ras Warge was supposed to be Ferman.ent,and immune from any
interference by government officials the obligations of the zegas could be
transmittable “from %eneratlon to generation. In effect, therefore, the
charter might imply the creation of hereditary classes of lord and zega.

We are yet too far away from reach_m?_ anywhere nearer to the point
of making a precise definition and delimitation of tenure in ze(I].enat. hus
before rushing to doing that and to satisfy and clear up a little of the
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uncertainties of mind of a sceptical reader, certain representative sources
remained to be discussed. One of the most fascinating manuscript sources
used for this study which contains pertinent and definitive references
about this institution is the administrative handbook or manual of the
monasteries of Dabra-Warg and Gethsemane. Therefore, to understand the
nature of the socio-economic relatlonsh!Ps between the zega and his lord
we must supplement our information with a brief reference to the almost
identical information to the rl%hts of the zega and the lord contained in the
manual for the officials of the above monasteries and the genealogical
book of Takle.d _ _ _

The manual is a normative attempt to regularize practice of the
monasteries of Gethsemane and Partlcularly of Dabra-Warg. What makes
this manuscript so important is the amalgam of customs that it contains
and its large volume. It is indeed an immense historical treasure. Although
the scribe claims ancient origins for the two monasteries all that is
recorded for the period after the sixteenth century is fairly accurate. There
Is clear evidence as to the conditions leading,to the further codification of
the customs and usages for the two monasteries. The need for codification
arose from the 3ua.rr.el amongst the monastic community over the
distribution and administration of the revenue from the lands under the
control of Dabra-Warg. The man_uscrlﬁt was compiled after the
reconciliation of the community.3 This took place most probably towards
the close of the nineteenth century or the early twentieth century. The
obligations and the rights of the various people connected with the
monaste.r&/', ranging from those of the abbot to those assigned to do menial
works like the digging and guarding of graves are defined with almost
mathematical precision/1 . .

In the many specific references that this source contains, the zegas
are depicted as being subéected to very onerous terms of socio-economic
relationship with their lords. The relationship of personal dependence that
is of master and servant seems to have been very strong and common in
certain areas. Both in the customary law of the Gafat and the manual for
the officials of the above monasteries, the rules regulating the relationship
between master and servant or lord and subject are a theme of the widest
concern. It is stipulated in the manual that a master-less or a lord-less
man who has been liberated subsequent to the death of his former master
should not be allowed to reside or stay in the monastery of Dabra-Warg.
He had to put himself in the service 0f a new master and failing this he
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was allowed either to be a monk, a soldier or to work on the land of the
monastery as a tenant. The original intention of this provision was perhaps
a concern for public order in the town of Dabra-Warg. The rule required
lords, merchants and any one owning land in the town to register and
notify the names of their children, zegas and servants occupying their
respective land in the town. Failure to do so, or the commission of any
crime by the servant or zega of the lord, would result in the imposition of
fines or'the forfeiture of residential sites in the town of Dabr_a-V\[ar.(i.J' The
obligation and the right of the zega in the manual are stated in similar vein
as in Takle’s (as we will see below). The following entry from the
manual is evidence ofthis:3

L.pnrtefi™ up ha nm -i
TeA pfu’ 'h$>®' U'fc
n,*? AOrtCrt* W A mm °n
VAl PhA-HA EfP
15 D.IKfr

ncng h|£
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When a zega belonging to a lord wishes to depart he
shall take all the household utensils inside the house
starting from the door-step and all that is contained
within the madjat (a room in a house where most of
the household™ objects are kept). The house shall
belong to the lord. The restofthe property belongs to
the zega. Whllellvm% [asa subject, the zega] pays
for feast days a white salt-bar, red-pepper, a sheep
f\% IrI akefay(?{,lS enjjara, one dest waf, and one ganbo
a.
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The community [of] Priest, dabtara and blatengeta
should not pay courttees. except for cases mvolvmﬁ
adultery, theft and homicide.... The community sha

Sit In Judqment over their, zegas except in cases of
theft, ‘adultery and homicide,” and_have a bargdze
(errand mani whose sole obligation would b2 to
notify them the {udgment ofthe Court of the officials
and ‘the dues the ‘sums would demand from their
zegas. Soldiers over taken by night should not be
guartered over the zegas belonging to them (the

abtaras, priests, etc.).

Ml 5hM M ¥df| | h!4IV>£ . crfo%%ti
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| f the dabtara has under him a cultivator on the basis
of one-third or one-fourth he is immune from
obllpatlon and the hosting of official guests. The
dabtaras ’ [responsibility] is to deliver messages, go
L#) or down on the orders lofthe church officials].

hey would not share tributary obllgatlons with the
$hawa (lay Peas_an_ts). They should not have the
obligation "ot building church, hosting guests and
paying dues. A dabtara who does not provide services
on"thé day of our Lady Mary and on Sundays, who
does not ‘obey, who does not ran errands on the
orders of the aldga would be evicted from his
r%5|den jal site and made to pay tribute like the
Shawa (peasants).

As one can easily observe the consistency of the manual and the
charter of Walata-Isra’el in characterizing zegendt is indeed striking. One
can also accept the reliability and the quality of the manual as a source
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with comfort. All this is suggestive of the existence of certain accepted
general principles in tenure in zegenat and homogenel_t?/ in s0cio-
economic practices throughout the region. The first entry illustrates the
extent of the freedom of mobility and certain customarylﬁayments of food
that a zega had to pay while living under a lord. Unlike the charter of
Mota Giyorgis church the demand upon the zega for the permission of
departure is not very harsh. In this case the zeﬁa is allowed to take with
him or possibly dispose of while departing all the important moveable
Propert,les except his dwelling. The manual allowed the zegas the right to
ake with them' their precious movable properties in their dwelling. Our
sources make a distinction between zegas and other forms of agricultural
|abourers. This sug[qests an interpretation that the zegas formed a separate
category  of Beope very distinct from slaves and other forms of
agricultural labourers. They were dependent on a lord because they held
their houses and their fields from him. This arises from the use of the term
2egas to denote a separate community of people under landlords distinct
from other cateporles of people. They are depicted as forming a class
better than the slaves and domestics despite the fact that they did not own
land and dwell on the estate of their masters. Again the freedom for
departure testifies that the zegas did not a?pear to constitute a class of
bondmen. They were free from any form of involuntary ad-fixture to the
lord or even to his land. The condition that tied the zegas with their lords
was the obligations arising from residence on the land of the lord. To Put
it differently, the zegas were near ,a?rlc,ultural farmhands subject to the
socio -economic as well as administrative and legal dominations of the
lords from whom they held their tenements but they were re?arded as free.
The first entry gives some hint as to the nature of the obligation of the
zegas other than labour service to their lords. On some festive occasions
the zegas had to give their lords presents like sheep, salt-bars and food for
the occasion/4 o o

The second entry is mainly about the relationship between the zega
working over the lan belong_ln? to the people attached to the monaster){.
The term community as used in the text Is to refer to all the clerical people
connected to a daber or a monastery with the exception of the officials. It
includes the dabtaras and the priests. Each plot or agricultural field of the
individual members of the community were operated by a gan? of zega
cultivators directly and individually controlled and” free from the
intervention of the officials of the church. As stated in the quotation above
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(first entry) the ze%a_s working over the land of the clerical lords were
immune fror® the obligation ofhosting guests.»

There was some degree of control exercised by the local
administrative body in the church’s domain over the zegas pertaining to
judicial matters. Thus the zegas were subject to an exploitative hierarchy.
Church officials tried all court cases beyond the competence or right of
individual lords. They could |mBose fines or occasional dues, which the
zegas had to pay on the notice by the bargaze. According to informants
bargaze was an"errand man whose duty was to deliver the orders of the
officials of the monastery to the individual lords. The officials of the
church were entitled to impose dues according to their discretion to be
tcrg)llec%vely paid by the zegas on occasions of collective offence by

em.

 However, every zega was _to a greater extent under the private
jurisdiction of individual”lords. Thus one important factor that gave the
dabtaras a large measure of control over the zegas was the conferment of
seigniorial rl? ts like Jlurldlcal rights over them. Like the charters of
Walata-Isra’el and TakIS-Haymanot quoted above the manual gave the
dabtaras many privileges including immunity from the payment of
judgment fee except in criminal cases. Moreover, like the charters quoted
above the manual authorizes individual lords to Fumsh their respective
zegias including the right to try all civil cases. Furthermore, soldiers were
not allowed to stay in the house of the zegas or enter into their territory.
Even, church officials could not cause any kind of obstruction in their
juridical authority except in cases which were of criminal nature.37 All
these rights of the individual lord empowered him in effect with all the
Pervadm%manorlal rights. The zegas were virtually at the beck and call of
he lord. Generally they were almost reduced to a Status of that of serfs. In
other words their obligation bears a hallmark of servitude.

The third entry is concerned mainly with the rights and obligations of
the individual dabtara. It would be ‘implicit from the entry that the
dabtaras enjoyed a very clear autonomy In his unit of production along
with the people cultivating his land. He Could rent his land to one or more
zegas and enljoy the fruit of production, including the exercise of all kinds
of seigniorial rights over his land and the peoP!e working his land. We can
presume that _vegy large number of zega cultivators were deployed over
the scattered fields controlled by an individual dabtara s Direct inference
can be made from the third entry that using the labour of zegas, who are
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here depicted as sharecroppers, was a widespread practice. Even in the
individual holding of the dabtara which might otherwise have heen
managed bz household labour the dabtaras would draft labour from
outside of the household unit. It is stated that the people workl_ng the land
of the dabtaras who were zegas, though the term zega here (third entry) is
not explicitly mentioned as cultivating the land of the dabtaras, could
receive either sisso (one-third) or one-tourth of the produce. This would
not seem to be an accidental note on the part of the scribe hut a reflection
of the common economic arran%ement between landlords and zegas in the
time. The zegas working over the dabtaras land were immune from the
obll%atlon of hosting guests. The dabtaras would naturally chose working
his Tand through his _ze(‘;_as than assume direct and a not always easy
responsibility for cultivation and mobilizing an agricultural force for the
cultivation of his fields. Moreover the obligation and service he was
required to give to the church, as a precondition of his owne[shlt), was not
difficult. However, if a dabtara refused services due from him there is an
absolute right or power of reversion or eviction vested in the church
officials over the hota occupied bx the former. In the above entry treating
the rights and the obligations of the dabtaras it is stated that if a dabtara
holding church land fails to fulfil the conditions of his holding custom
empowered the officials of the church to evict him from his residential
site, But he would retain his farmland thou?h he was liable to dues and
obligations as a peasant under the monastery’s administration. ~ This
much can be teased out or observed from the quotation above. We now
pass on to discussing another source which provides highly important
Information about the zegas or the institution ofzegendt _
Takle provides additional details on the nature of the socio-
economic relationship between the zega and his lord. We catch a glimpse
of the modes of the socio-economic operation of the institution of zegendt
in the customary law of the Gafat compiled bY Takle in the last decade of
the nineteenth century and edited and translated by the scholar Girma
Getahun. The customary law deals mainly with the Telationship between
the artisan zegas and their landlords or”masters. This is, according to
Girma, the result of the bias of the sources of information of Takle since
most of his informants appear to have been artisans themselves. With
regard to tenure in zegenat and the mode of the socio-economic operation
of the institution of zegendt Takle was simply committing into writing
(through interview and ‘in all probability through observation) a practice
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that could come into his and his informants’ notice. This P_ractlce
undoubtedly evolved in the p.recedln% centuries. Certain obligations of
the farmer zega are also similar to the artisan zega. There were many
artisans who were engaged in several kinds of craftsmanship in the region.
Takle enumerates many classes of artisans specializing in pottery,
weaving, tanning, jewellers, etc. in Eastern Gojjam. Thou%h there were
artisans in the rural setting working independently and catering for the
needs of the rural population many of them worked under the patrona?e of
the courts of the regional lord. They catered to the needs of the great lords
and the klng., Those who_worked “for the royal court had also a distinct
name, called jan shallami*0 For the purpose of better exposition | have
cited the following entries from the customary law appended in the final
version of the_genealo?lcal study of Takle. ‘Girma translated zega and
zegenat as subject and tenant but'| have opted to use the terms zega and
zegenat as in the original Amharic document to avoid confusion.4
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When a weaver lives as a zega, he is supcloosed to
make some fabric and cloth to' the landlord of [and
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his wife?] once a year. If he takes his leave on the
?rounds 0fhbeing unhappy, he departs having offered
Wwo rock-salts, a gan, a mill stone, a mortar and an
axe for domestic use. Whilst Ilvmgz in zegendt, if he
was granted gwelemma (small plot of land), he may
not be asked Eo handover?] a quarter of the produce
Jln trlbute% owever, on each of the three annual
easts he should give [to the landlord] one rock-salt
and_a piece offiltering cloth. The master [on his
art], _Invites him with™ his wife and childrén and
eed[s] them. If a weaver dislikes [to send ,anl
intermediary [to his master], but absconds at nigh
without bidding farewell, he leaves two rock- salts bﬁ
the masters doorstep. Ifhefails to do that, he sha
be made liable to pay ten rock-salts by the elders of
the locality he moved [in] to. A “weaver zega,
whenever he offers samma to'the master and his wite,
he is not supposed to wear one [like them],
considering himself [equally] respectable, A weaver
charges [thefollowmgflxedi{Jrlcefor makingfabric:
two Fock-salts for thirty cubit long gabi, three rock-
salts and a qunnateffor jano samma, one qunnatef
for a pair oftrousers, three qunnateffor thirty cubit

long[degq].
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A tanner zega gives to his master a leather
bedspread, cushion, a baby-back-carrier and a piece
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of thong once [a year]. His wife mag bind grass
baskets with leather [for the mistress]. She may also
st a low guality yarn [for the latter]. Every time
r[he master] kills E/in animal] for thethree annual
easts, he invites L e tanner],” his wife and children
and serve[s] themfood .He maY 0. back to his home
and kill [an animal] on the following day. When he
kills, [animals] for all the local peoplé in need [ofhis
service], the  butcher's due belongs to him. For
tannln%_a |eather bedsE_read, for making a skin bag of
bull’ hide, orfor making plaited thongs his dueS of
gﬁlsg ggom a threshing floor is like [those of] other
Isans.

The quotation above gives further confirmation to the fact that the
term  zega was used to denote a distinct and socially subordinate
community of people under the overlordship of a person.” Oneof the
central issues that the study would like to address from the above excerpts
I the right of free movement of the ze?as. As one of the above entries
make it S aﬁparent that the law generally forbade a zega to abandon his
landlord without the latter’s consent. The first entry clearly bears this out
having included the stipulation in the law, which demanded the zega to
send intermediaries to %et the permission of the landlord to depart. A ze%a
departing }Ee(mane_ntly ad to ask for and get granted the permission of the
landlord. This is indeed the most oppressive form of lordship. The zega
was given full allowance for departing but was also immobilized in some
measure. He was required to pay a “separation” fee or “severance” fee.
The “serarat_lon” fee could be @ deterrent or a bar for the freedom to
deﬁart. n this case he was required to pay two_ rock-salts and to leave
behind his house and all the Important properties therein as indicated
above. The household objects listed to be left behind included those we
met while discussing the land charter of_l\/loﬂa Giyorgis church. However,
other than the house, large jar {gan&, a mill stone,’a mortar and pestle, “an
axe for domestic use” and two-rock salts are demanded by the lord to be
left behind by the zega. Unlike the charter of Walata-Israel a bed is not
listed among " the household objects to be left behind by the zega when
departing. These minor differences notwithstanding the “separation” fee
appear to have been standardized.£
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It is possible that the landlord could refuse to %lve his zega
ﬁermlssmn to depart. The fine for an unauthorized departure was very
eavy. If the weaver zega quitted without the knowled%e of the landlord
he would be .comi)elled to pay eightfold the normal amount of the
separation fee in salt bars in the new abode he moved to. The wife of the
tanner zega was subject to menial jobs in the house of the landlord as the
second part of the document shows. There might have been a gg,rowm
tendency to force all the members of the zega class to the obligations o
domestics, 1.e. to do menial household jobs. Besides all this there was an
exaction of many products the tanner zega produced by his craft. The
weaver zega received a certain size of land, which was specially set aside
for his maintenance. His primary duty was the payment of one rock-salt
and a piece of cloth thrice a year on the occasion of the main Christian
feasts. || Thus the artisan _mlght, lease his small plot of land given to him
by his Tord or could cultivate it on his own. We can also Rresume that
artisans especially those working for big lords and the king had gult land
given them though we do not have su%portlve evidence.

The landlord on his part invited his ze%a together with his wife and
children at more or less regular intervals, commdmg with principal
Christian feast days. However, the obhFatlon of the landlord, if it can be
called so, towards his zega was very light and appears more or less as
occasional or voluntary in nature, The weaver zega was not allowed to
dress like his landlord, an indication of a strong sense of rank and status
on the part of the lord. If this can be a_cce_E)ted as true for the farmer zega
too there was a certain stamp of inferiority and social stigma resting on
most of the zega class.4 No provision is made in the customary law of
what the zega could do if his lord refused him departure against his will.
There is a great deal of similarity in the language between the customary
law and the charter of Walata-ISrael and the administrative handbook of
the monastery of Dabra-Warg in defining the obligation of the zega,
partlcularlfy at the time of his departure. To sum up, many of the customs
of the Gafat people which Takle committed into writing, though at a later
date, provide a very fine complement to the information about the ze%a
contained in charters and church manuals and confirm the reality of the
institution and its characteristics. It is possible to cite the evidence from
many similar texts about the zega but no purpose can be served by
mulfiplying examples. Enough has been said about the institution and the
evidence cited can hardly be doubted.
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~ On the hasis of the above discussion and on the basis of the available
information we can figure out the following patters and characteristics of
the institution of zegenat with which we are now familiar, In all of the
documents discussed above the word zega was used primarily to describe
or portray near un-free persons maintained essentially as farmhands on the
estates Ot lords. In some of the documents they are depicted as
sharecroppers and hence they were also similar to” tenants. However,
zegenat bears more of the character of serfdom than tenancy. In other
words it is understandable primarily as a form of serfdom. Undoubtedly it
was a class institution anchored on the agrarian base structure. Moreover,
the depiction of the zegas in some of the documents shows that there was
a certain stl?ma and stamp of inferiority resting on them. Of course
informants claim that the term zega was a very pejorative one and the
most terrible insult that one could hurl against someone.% Thus both in
the material and social senses the status of zega class did re,oresent a
deeply impoverished and subordinated community of people. Their
relationship with the lord had some Personal character however weak their
tie with the former. It was a special arrangement of economic and social
dependence between lords and farmers and artisans, though farmers had
higher status than artisans. However, it is aﬁ)parent that the zegas were
bound neither to the lord nor even to the soil. If the zegas wished to go
away 0r abandon their land they could do so but they owed to their lords
the obligation of the severance Tees. When they left to make their fortune
%stehvghlgrr% on their own will there was nothing that forcefully bound them

‘The charters and custom provided the lords with a subtle legal
sanction to refuse their zegas permission to leave save upon payment of
some_commaodities and meeting some obligations. In some instances the
restraints to free mobllléy seem to be more Severe than others. As a whole
the severance fees fixed and the articles which the zegas had to pay and
leave behind before they could depart were not perhaps heavy. This points
to the fact that the zegas had an absolute discretion either fo continue or
severe their socio-economic relationships set by custom with their lords.
The regional state or lord did not determine or regulate the obligations of
the zegas towards their lords except setting some general framework
under which the two could work out their socio-economic relationships in
charters. Though they were not completely deprived of the right of appeal
to courts above those of the zegas’ lords, the latter had monopolized the
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right to determine all civil cases mcIudm(}; economic and social relations.
Only the criminal cases were preserved for the exclusive hearing of the
courts beyond those of the individual lords, o _

Important issues like the possession or transmission of their
Propertles, if they had any, were to a greater extent left to the discretion of
he lord though there are some stipulations in some of the sources
considered above safequarding the rights of the zegas with regard to
taking some moveable household o Ae_cts. The zegas employed in
agricultural production were subject to daily labour services and perhaﬁs
lived in a state of harsh exploitation or subjection. The exaction of tne
best articles of movable properties at the departure of the zega and the
obligation to meet any labour demand of the lord could represent some of
the demands commqnl?/ made on the zega class. Both the artisan and
farmer zegas, especially the latter, had obligations characteristic of a
servile status.4 , , ,

Having figured out the dominant features of zega it remains to ask
the q_uestlon how widespread the zega class was? This is very difficult
question to answer since our sources comgle_t_ely fail us on this point. The
existence of zegas throu%hout Eastern Gojjam. side by side with free
peasants is not, however, hard to envisage. The institution of zegenat is a
carry-over from the seventeenth century. It is attested to by an
uninterrupted succession of texts referring” explicitly or implicitly to it,
particularly in the second half of the nineteenth century.47 N

However, for the early nineteenth century documents describing zega
are lacking. But after c. 1874 we are overwhelmed by the multiplicity of
charters and documents describing zega directly or indirectly. Sometimes
there is an explicit mention of the zega. At other times the scribes simply
mention the principle of land division and the model upon which the
charter was drawn. Like the 18t century, the 19h century witnessed the
foundation and the expansion of many big churches accompanied by
extensive land redistribution according to the precedent laid down in the
preceding century. Even we could not know how much land was held in
rest around bl% religious institutions. Because of the great increase in the
rim land held by persons in the 19tcentury, the zegas might have been as
numerous as the halasisso especially incertain districts like Gozamin
where the church of Dabra-Marqos is located. Thus one can ?l_cture a rural
Eastern Gojjam settled and worked by a vast majority of independent
restanna, but side by side with them a not inconsiderable sprinkling of the
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zegas. The number of the zegas was perhaps large particularly in areas
around churches and monasteries, _ _

~ Undoubtedly the zegas formed an important element in the overall
social structure of the rural population, particularly around areas where, as
indicated above, the density of churches is thick.48 In the 18t century
there might have been a large number of zega subjects, since we have
evidence that Ras Haylu | alone had 500 plotghs operated by a gang of
zegas.w They were not a negllﬁlble group. Given the existence of charters
mentioning directly or indirectly the zega class one would be temﬁted t0
make a tentative conclusion that just as all land would have been held as
rest by the restannas and landlords so every man operating the fields
would"have been either zegas or restannas or both. o

The condition leading up to the development of zegenat in the interest
ot the lord can be explained in terms of the almost virtual autonomy of the
region of Eastern GoHam from the imperial centres. From the second half
of the I8k century through to the end of the following centur?/ Eastern
Gojjam escaped monarchical intervention particularly in the relationship
between lords and their zegas. Takle traced, as we have seen in the
previous chapter, the precedents and movements for the maklng| of
zegenat to that early northward displacement of the Gafat people. It is
very difficult to date with precision and confidence when the boay of law
recorded by Takle developed. _QnIY a general date can be Proposed. Takle
attributed the social and politica Fractlce of the Gafat to have been
introduced by Gafat clan leaders called Manbaro and Dabsin. Amon? the
subgects dealt with in the socio-economic and political practices of the
Gafat compiled by Takle includes the regulation of the support that the
parishioners had to give to the church, etc. Thus this socio-economic and
olitical practice compiled b?/ Takle must have been develoged only after
hristianity had become the religion of the Gafat. Contemporary
Portuguese sources speak about the existence of large numbers of pagan
Gafats and other pagan peoples in the seventeenth century in Eastern
Gojjam.9) However, it is unlikely that many Gafats were still pagans by
the” seventeenth centur%. Tentatively 1 would suggest earlier than the
eighteenth century for the development of the law. And the later practice
of zega undoubtedly developed from earlier precedents. Most of the zeﬂa
of the eighteenth century and afterwards might have been originally
restannas subsequently made zegas.
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To have a complete picture of the socio-economic relationshiRs
between lords and the peasantry, the modes of operation of tne
administration of revenue as well as the sources of revenue and privilege
of the former will be attempted below. Moreover, the social structure
(created by the land tenure system and the institution of zegenat) of the
rural population over which” the lords had strong socio-economic and
political control will be delineated.

2.2 Property, Surplus Appropriation and the Social Structure of
the Society.

Most of the church lands as we have seen were owned by the
dabtaras mdmdual% and exclusively. But usually churches™ and
monasteries did not a squ.teI% relinquish the lands, which were occupied
by the dabtaras on their behalf (churches and monastenes?j. hey
(Churches and monasteries) retained their H%ht to revoke the land
occupied by the dabtara or their subjects on the occasion of failure to
provide service and to give it to others. Therefore churches and
monasteries had ultimate corporate Froperty right over the individual
dabtara land and formed a class of what™| would like to call them
tentatively till a better term is found “corporate landlords” over the lands
under the domain of church administration. We find corporate landlords
just as exclusivist as an individual lord could have been with regard to the
exercise of their eroperty right.  Though most land grant documents
followed the model of the Mo{a GIyOF%IS Charter pertalnm% to the
principle of land division between the dabtara and restanna there was
great variety in the rights and privileges accorded to churches and
monasteries vis-a-vis the peasantry. As a concomitant result of the
varieties in the privilege accorded fo corporate landlords and the people
associated with them by charters, we come across a great variety of
practices as regards to the form and method of collection of revenue and
In the dues and obligations of the mdeﬁ)_endent Eeasantry in the domain of
the church, Charters also shed a great light on the structure of the society
that prevailed in the period under study. The income generated from the
peasantry under the domain of the corporate landlords was used for the
remuneration of individuals performing specialized services for churches
and monasteries or in order to defray the expenses incurred for the
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Sdmlnls%rlatlon of the land and the people occupying the land under their
omain,

~Other than the difference in peasant obligations towards the elite
arising out of the variety in the Prlvnege and rl(‘;ht accorded to the latter
by charters there were ‘many other factors that contributed for such a
difference in the nature and method of assessment of peasant dues.
Plowden provides us a far more intimate account of the reasons for the
difference in the nature and method of assessment among villages and
between districts around the middle of the 19t century. One of the factors
|leading to the variation in the kind, method and amount of tax assessment,
according to Plowden, who was a contemporary observer of such matters,
was“..the traditional custom of each village.” 2 However, it can be
concluded that the peasants’ obligations were in the form of cash (salt-
bars and also Maria Theresa Thaler since the second halfof the eighteenth
century), 'oayment Inkind and labour services.3

In allparts of the region peasants under the control of corporate

landlords either tenurlall?{ or administratively, in addition to the payment
of tribute or rent, were liable to corvee labour. In all the charters dating
from the second half of the eighteenth century corvee labour, usually
taking the form of labour service on the construction of churches, was
uniformly made a charge upon the peasantry under the domain of
churches. Peasants were required to build enclosure walls around
churchyards, erect buildings and fences for church officials and repair the
churchin times of need, Including providing construction materials for
repairing as we have seen in the charter of Walata-Isra’el quoted above.
However, it is stipulated in this same charter that “[b]oth the town and the
surroundln% countryside do not owe the obligation to provide stipend and
meals to the alaga and the liqafababtMoreover, unlike peasants in
many other places, those under Mo{a Glyorgls were freed from the “...
Fb“?aHOB ,{Jﬁundmg houses and putting up Tences [for the alaga and the
Iqafaba tf

~In the lands controlled by the corporate landlords or institutions
either tenurially or administratively the economic relationship between the
former and the peasants was |r]var|abl¥l based on either payment of a
stipulated amount of tribute (or fixed cash) or sharecropping. Charters and
manuals show that the payment of rent and tribute were usually fixed at a
definite quantity of the produce of the harvest usually in ghan'though we
can not rule out to the existence of some other kinds of arrangement. One
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of the most important units of measurement of tax in grain that we find in
official documents is %han. Accordm? to Pankhurst a ghan was e(r]u_al_ t0
280 litres but it varied Trom \R/Iace to place." In the manual for the officials
of the monastery of Dabra-Warq it is stated that the monastery rented out
its untilled land under its ownership to tenants who settled on the land
based on a sharecropping arrangement. According to this relationship the
tenant would receive one-third of the produce and the rest went to the
church. Two oxen and a cow would be provided by the monastery to help
the tenant get started at the time of his settlement."6 Whether the tenant
was provided with the agricultural implements or not is not clear.
PresumabIY, the tenant himself provided for the seed and all the necessary
agricultura |m%Iements in addition to his labour. It seems also that
weeding and other expenses of cultivation were the responsibility of the
tenant. The method by which other churches and monasteries collected
rent from tenants working on their land is unknown to us. However, it can
be assumed that there were certain generally accepted norms as a whole
though there must have been some differences in the amount demanded
by monasteries from their tenants and the method of assessment.
The Fayment of tribute by the peasantr)( to churches was usually
made part_Y In the currency of the time, the salt-bar and partly in kind. In
certain villages, however, onIY a given quantity of wheat and other
agricultural products was collected every year to meet the special needs of
the church. Certain V|Ila?.es paid tribute ‘in a certain number of loads of
firewood (nine loads of firewood) for the monastery of Dabra-Warg and
incense to be used by the churches during services. Special attention was
given for VI||&(1€S donated for the support of Mass which paid tribute in
wheat. In the large percentage of the land charters such villages were
administered by the gabaz and villagers were exempted from some
onerous labour dues and taxes. For example the charter of Mo#a stipulaxed
that the peasants occupying the land given for the support of Mass were
free from hosting guests and other dues.5

In some places the levy was in honey, animals, sama (cloth), etc.'81n
the case of one_land granf charter (7the charter of Ya%wara Qwesgwam
made out by Dajjach Walta in the 1780s) the scale of the levy is adjusted
according to the"means and the capacity of the peasants to pay tribute per
month and annum. According to this Source the levy was fixed at three
ladan (about three litres in content) of teff per Falr of Plou h oxen, one
and half ladan ofteffper one plough ox and one ladan of teffper digger or
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those without oxen and cultivate crops by digging with hoe, per annum.
According to this same source villagers were required to pay 20 qunna of
grain per month, onefa?a (container made of gourd) of honey as stipend
of the tago(ari or collector of the revenue, two rock-salfs as deas
(marriage Tee), nine rock-salts for yameserach (the announcement of good
news)60 According to Pankhurst a ladan measures three to four litres of
grain. o
Dues were also calculated per area of land under cultivation. In some
areas ten rock-salts were levied per gasa per annum. Land rights entailed
duties, Thus noblemen and women who received land on condition of
providing the same services which dabtaras were expected to give to
churches or monasteries were not exempted from providing service. They
were obliged to provide service to the church and if services were not
rendered they would either be fined or the land under their occupation
would be completelx_ forfeited. In one land %rant, It is stipulated that if one
defaulted to meet his obligation of church service for a single day he
would be fined sixteen rock-salts. Noblemen and women who owned land
on behalf of the church of Yagwara Qwesqwam were required to
subscribe two rock-salts Fer gasa per annum, which were Pal_d as wages to
deacons and priests.6' All inall the payment of fixed tribute in the form of
kind or cash to churches and monasteries by peasants under the
administration of churches and monasteries was the norm. Presumably the
payment of fixed tribute was in the interest of the peasantry and per aﬁs
motivated them to increase their agricultural production though the
historical record fails to let us know the feeling of peasants on this count.
 Basically corporate landlords derived their wealth from rent or
tribute and alSo from their hudad. Yet it must be added that toll tax, levies
on local trade, fees and fines from various sources such as burial,
judgment, registration,_appointment, etc., were the much sought after
sources of revenue. The officials of big churches and monasteries
occupied the same position as the secular lords in their relationship with
the peasants. They were marked out aPart from those under their socio-
economic and political domination by their CPowe.r_ and status. They were
accorded various sorts of socio-economic and political authority to Subject
and exploit the peasantry. The church officials and people attached to the
church, which included” noblemen, and women, were %lven a specially
pr|V|Ie?ed status. The privileges and exemﬁtlon which the church people
of Mota Giyorgis and Yawish Mika'el (whose charter was made out by
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Ras Mared, . 1_796-1800% were given, can serve as illustrations of the
general status this class of men enjpyed_ws-a-ws the peasantry.
~ Besides the document cited in this chapter, Walata-Isra’el issued a
series of charters in favour of the dabtaras for specific privileges and
exemption from any obligations and taxes due from their properties. In
one of the charters which she issued, for example, she gave the church of
Mota the right to tax transactions pertaining fo the buying or selling of
oxen, mules, horses, donkeys and cows which was determined at the rate
of one rock-salt from both transacting parties. The dabtaras on the other
hand were immune from such a payment. Moreover, as the charter already
%uqted shows, they were freed from the payment of registration fee of
their town sites and rim land transactions into the central registry. Unlike
the peasantry they were also exempt from the obligations of repairing and
building the church and putting up fences. They were exempt from the
payment of legal fees too. Likewise, the wife of a dabtara would not pay
market dues.@ o _
Much of the church wealth was amassed by church officials specially
the aldga and the liqdfababt who held the highest administrative
positions. It was a general practice to remunerate church officials both by
granting land attached to their office for their direct benefit and deduction
of a certain percentage of the revenue from the rent and tribute and taxes
collected from the peasantry. The amount of one’s share was determined
and scaled corresponding” to his position and rank in the church
administration. In Mofa, the aldga and the ligafababt took two-thirds and
one-third from the total appointment fee, donation, market levy and
judgment fee, respectively. Half of the total tax collected from market
levies on such merchandise as onions, cotton, red J)epper and geso (an
herb used for preparing talla local beer) was deducted for the alaqa before
it was divided between the lesser officials, in var?/mg ?uantltles,
corresponding to their various ranks. From the toll tax collected four rock-
salts and two rock-salts were deducted every week for the aldga and the
ligafdbabt, respectively. The tax collected on grain- belonged to the
remaining members of the church community. Market levy was not to be
collected on other merchandise brought for sale to the market of Mola
except the above ones. However, this did not apply to other areas. In
certain market centres like the town of Dabra-Warq, it is stipulated in the
manual for its officials that e_ver_ythln? brought to the market for sale was
taxable. The aldga and the ligajabdbt of Mo{a also received appointment
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fees both from the gega and from church officials. All but one important
church office below the alaga and the ||(%d.fabdbt were granted with the
payment of an appointment fee. Thus office was one of the lucrative
sources of revenue. For example the ehega-shums in Mofa who were
brought under the church’s administrative hierarchy in the sIsso land
would pay four hundred rock-salts on the occasion of their appointments,
all of which went to the alaga and the liqafabaht.& _

_ The rights and Prlv!leges of the officials of the church of Yawish
Mika’el are essentially similar to those of Mofa. As regards the socio-
economic and legal and administrative rl%hts of the dabtara over the
ze%as there was no difference between the charters of the two churches. In
otfhier words the privileges and rights of the dabtaras were essentially the
same in both churches. However, there are certain important differences.
The division of the land between the Peasants and the peasantry was hased
on half for the dabtaras and half for the restannas. Unlike in Mofa people
in Yawish and its environs were liable to provide daily for two
consecutive weeks to the alaqa thirty pieces of enjjara, two jars of falla,
and two dishes of wat, and to the liqafabab fifteen pieces ofenjjfara, ajar
gltf]icgilg?é &rgd one dish waf{ on the occasion of the appointment 0f the two

Church officials derived income from sources other than their land.
One of such useful sources of income of church officials and a drain on
the economy of the peasant was from feasts on the occasion of tazkar
Ecommem,oratlon), weddmgfs and major feasts. The importance of feasts or
anquets in the economy of the church is veiy well known. The manner of
the distribution of food and drink Frepared for feasts has_elicited
instructions and clauses in virtually all of the land charters with some
Rlctures ue detail. Considerable space is spent in the administrative
andbook for the monastery of DSbra-Warg on instructions regarding the
seating arrangements and the manner in which the distribution of food and
drink Was to be carried out on festive occasions. -

Considering the care and the attention given to the distribution of
food and drink on the occasion of tazkar Teasts in the charters and
manuals it seems that the death of a person might have been as much a
moment of deep sorrow for his kinsmen and friends as the %reatest joy for
the cIerﬁy. Tazkar played an important economic role in the economy of
many churches. The manual contains instructions with picturesque détail

concerning the administration of the revenue from prayer services made
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for the dead souls extendm% from the day on which the person died up to
many years, according to the capacity of the relatives of the deceased.
This'in'itself can make a remarkable subject of study. Although the church
spelled out a different set of religious reasons for the need to observe
tazkar it was undoubtedIK related to social and economic issues. There
were hosts of people who received much of their remuneration from
tazkar, including the abbot. The dead man’s properties that were in the
category of personal effects had predefined destination. Moreover the
skin, choice cuts and certain parts of the animal slaughtered for tazkar
feasts and other festive occasions beIonPed to various officials of the
church, all precisely defined in the manual. For example it is stipulated in
the manual that from the ox and cow slaughtered on festive occasions in
the lands under the administration of the church choice cuts or parts like
the dabit gthat art of the slaughtered animal around the grlstle and the
bIadeA, qdrat (?5) and goden (rib) were reserved for the gabaz, talaq and
tanash (rump), melas ztongue) and sanbar (?) were the right of the abbot,
etc. The amount and diversity of the rations or menu is scaled according
to the rank and status of the church d_|%n|tar|es.65 Thus the distribution of
food and drink was carried out with almost mathematical precision.
Pankhurst has also studied similar practices in the courts of bl? secular
lords. According to Pankhurst favoured cuts were the preserve of persons
of distinction. Different parts of the slaughtered animal were distributed to
different individuals, as minutely re%ulated by custom.&6

I have concentrated “on the socio-economic relationships between
lords and peasants specifically in lands under the domain of churches.
This is because of the bias of sources. However, generally there was more
or less similar relationship between lords and peasants in the secular
estates too. We see that lords had immense power over the lands they
ruled. The role of the local rulers in land matters espeC|aII¥ as regards to
the authority of aIIocatln% and reallocating land to new holders was ver
strong, and this happened during the last decades of Zamana Masafent.
There was extensive redistribution of land durln? this period. Fantahun,
who wrote a ?loneermg work on the history of the region durlnrg the
Zamana Masafent, asserts that there were many lands given to officials
and warriors in the form ofgult in this period as reward for military
services. But he writes that lords could not easily disturb the rest rights of
the peasantry and therefore the right of the gult'holders did not extend to
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the land.67 However, this is not acceptable in light of the discussions
above, based on massive new sources suggesting to the contrary.

In Eastern Gojjam and Damot there were manY estates quite separate
and distinct from lands held by officials usually called by the picturesque
name of ‘yawayzaro agar” or ‘yazufa_n agar” The important mark of
these lands is that theY were absolute private pro_Eert ofand permanentl
attached to the female descendants of kings like Na'od (r. 1494-1508{
Lebna-Dengel (1508-1540) and Susenyos (1607-1632). Beside their
special administrative status with respect to the whole land, regional lords
in Gojjam had absolute rights over certain lands and districts. For example
during the Zatnana Mdsafent DaJAazmach GoSu had taken Iar?e art of
Fitabadenn, a district in Damot as his personal estate.® UsuaIIIY_ ords such
as Dajjazmach Birru of Eastern Gojtfam called for mobilizations of
soldiers and even |:pgaasants and female ‘inheritors with the threat of virtual
expropriation for failure to responded to the call, for in such cases eviction
was justifiable.®® _ _

Due to the intervention of lords in land matters and the general
control they enjoyed over land there was a continuous change in the
fortune and status of peasants in their own lifetime. Indeed the agrarian
population was in a throes of socio-economic chanﬁe in the_period under
study. One Important circumstance brmgilng.suc conditions was the
?erlo,dlc transfer of large areas of lands belonging to peasants to the non-
arming ruling elite “that usually accompanied the expansion and
endowment of new and old churches and monasteries. Hoben’s study
demonstrates the flexibility of inheritance practice in the rest system of
land tenure. His study shows the extent to which the customary law of
land was qualified and access to rest land was controlled by a myriad of
socio-economic and political factors. The rest system could offer a lasting
hereditary right. However, the land use right could be lost to the ruling
elite or t0 the king and the baldrest could hecome a tenant in time. Thus
there must have been a continuous change in the amount of land held by
individual households, together with their social status within the
peasants’ own lifetime. 0~ o

_ The society Was characterized by a very strong and rigid hierarchical
principle. Rankand status ethos and Symbols were all-pervading and were
jealously guarded. The clergy basically shared the same status motifs and
we find" the hierarchical sentiment most articulate in monastic rules and
charters. The administration of big monasteries and churches demanded
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the establishment of an elaborate administrative hierarchy filled by hosts
of officials ranged one above the other. There was a marked difference in
the wealth and power between them clearly set down in charters and rules,
We find the strong hierarchical sentiment vividly at work on formal
occasions. On festive occasions one had a clearly identified seat to take.
Every one took his/her respective seat, arrayed very carefully according to
rank and status on formal occasions. Evidence contained in the
administrative handbook of Dabra-Warg shows us that if one dellbe.ratelr
took a seat which is not his, this act would stir up a very deep feeling. It
was considered a slight on the honour of the wronged. It is stated that the
offender could be fined up to fifteen ounces ofﬁol N/ .

Church officials had many retinues or fo owmgl including soldiers,
In the monastery of Dabra-Warq officials had different number of
servants and assistants, each according to his rank and status in the
established hierarchy. For example the abbot and the lesser officials of the
monastery of Dabra-Warq had heredltarr servants with distinct names,
called gefiCan (literally oppressed, exploi edz who had 0b||?a_t|pns similar
to serfs. The number ‘of servants assigned to individual officials ranged
from one to sevent¥_-two. The manual ordered them to provide a prompt
obedience to the officials. The monastery probably paid the servants, The
clause inserted in the manual assigning servants to church officials
concluded the provision with the sentence “J&D - faflC

~ V(D-"which literally means “[t]his is done so that office will not
lose its importance.”2 _

The ‘land tenure sgstem created many social contours among
members of the society. Conventionally the Ethiopian society in the past
i regarded as falling into the broad tripartite division of peasantry, noble
and clergy based on functional specialization.7j This holds true for the
study area too since it was a component part of Ethiopia. However, there
was a great deal of internal differentiation among the three accepted
categories and in the society in general. Based on the discussion presented
in this chapter we can_confldentl;{ talk of the existence of big and petty
landlords with strong interest in land and labour. Lords, as used in this
study were constituted by a range of People with many titles and different
status including the social group of the clergy who occupy the same
position as the Secular lords in their relationship with the peasants,

That there was internal differentiation or stratification within the
agrarian population of Eastern Gojjam could hardly be doubted. One
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obvious indicator of the existence of different strata among the peasantry
is the fact that in the charter of Yagwara Qwesqwam the scale of the
tribute demanded was adjusted according to the means of the peasant. In
the case of this land charter peasants were divided into those who owned a
Palr of oxen, one ox and none-at all (diggers). 4This is telling evidence to
he fact that the broadly defined social category of peasantry is not fully
descriptive of the reality of this stratification and division within the
former if we consider the economic standing of the individual peasant.
Members of the agrarian population were sharply divided from each other
by their economic standing. o . o

In contrast to zegas under the strict socio-economic domination of
the landlords there were mdelpendent peasants cultivating their own land
exphmthé and mterchan(];ea_by referred to in the sources as balagar
ghawa, baldrest and balasisso. Moreover, there were,among the rura
population, agricultural labourers. The practice of employing agricultural
wage labourers and sharecroppers was common in the region.However,
these wage earners often referred to as oras (farmers? should not be
confused with the zegas although they had basically the same kind of
relations to the means of production.” Unlike the zegas the aras lived
besides the homes of their employers, usually under the eaves of the
houses, ® which afforded a more frequent Contact between the two.
E%Qaps the number of the zegas was also quite larger than that of the
_ The zega class involves a classification problem of certain difficulty
since it does not neatly fit into the character of ﬁeasants. Certainly there
was much difference in status and rank between tne restanna and the zega
even when the latter were free from any personal and hereditary bond to
the landlords. This difference arose from the different relationships each
had with regard to the means of production, the land. The zegas and the
institution ofzegenat apKear to have been the Ethloplan brand 0f serfs and
serfdom, respectively. As mentioned in this chapter, indeed informants
acknowledge that the word zega had pejorative connotation.77Both in the
material and social senses the Testannas had very high status compared to
the zegas since they had landed property in their'own right and which they
worked on their “own unlike "the latter. The zegas are depicted as
completely landless in the documents considered for this work although
we can expect that they had some land given to them from their lords for
their maintenance as the citation on the artisan zegas shows. However,
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even that was to the extent of receiving inY small parcels of land.
Therefore, in practice the zegas formed a single class below the socio-
economic levels of the peasantry and found throughout Eastern Gojjam.
Thus, the rural population of opam can be divided in to two broad
categories based on the nature of relation to the means of production
namely the independent P_easan_t proprietors and the zegas class largely put
under the jurisdiction of individual lords on whose land they lived. This
rural structure persisted until the end of the nineteenth century, although
the number of zegas in the second half of the nineteenth century had
apparently shot up and reached record heights. This could happen because
of the construction of many new churches and the rebuilding of old
churches which called for extensive redistribution of land throughout the
length and breadth of the region as will be discussed in the next chapter.
‘Land charters made out in the last quarter of the 19 century
continued o emPon the category of zega and contain |mRortant
information about the institution 0f zegenat which closely echo the
eneral Fractlces discussed above in the preceding century, in the days of
alata-Isra’el. This is true particularly with regard to the rights of the
landlords and the zegas and the restanhas. Of course we find many of the
customs and practices of the precedm% century still Wplym% and
maintained intact in the last quarter of the 19 century. What all this
means is that tenure in zegenat is diachronic rather than a synchronic
institution occasioned by some invisible causation which soon
disappeared. Let us see the extent to which this can be supported by
evidence from land charters and documents from the second half of the
19t century. To put it in a rhetorical question, to what extent were the
ermples and strands of custom contained in the charters of the second
alf of the nineteenth century copied or carried-over from the days of
WalatS-Isra’el? To what extent did Takla-Haymanot follow the precedent
of his illustrious forebears in formulating charters? The pages that follow
are devoted for finding out the answer for these questions.
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D. Amauld, Douze ans dans la Haute Ethiopie %Abyssmwg Vol.| (Vatican

City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 1980&, 0.259, Plowden. 138. Takla-
lyasus, “Ya Gojjam Tarik”, ﬁp.48 and 51%5 _

""The biggest land grant in this period was made by Waiata-Israel and her
rand son Ras Mared, Daniel, “A Catalogue of Land Tenure Related
icrofilm from Goléam Churches and Monasteries”, Wangel. MS. Mota

Glg/orgls, 89. IX, 4-b, ldem, Fetha Nagast, MS. Yawish Mika’el, 89, X VI,
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3Ibid. Takla-lyasus, “Ya Gojijam Tarik”, p.49.

élTbaléIa-lyasus, “Ya Gojjam Tarik”, pp.48 and 50.
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500 folios. Though the quires are irregular and the folios are not the same
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abeyat, MS.Marfula-Maryam, inventoried by the Mlnlstrg of Culture as
G1-1V-16.There are 264 folios of which folios 193 to 264 are entirely
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from the Qweswgam Land Rehgalster’, in International Journal of African

Historical Studies, vol.24, no.2 {1991), pp.252-253.

Daniel Ayana, WSngel, MS.Moa Giyorgis, 89.IX, 4-6.The number of
the dabtara established by Walata-Isra’el, according to informants, was
350, Informants; Ato Ayanaw Tezazu, interviewed (in Motaion 20/08/02,
and Ato Haraga-Wa en.

DMazgab, MS. Mo{a Giyorgis.
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1 Daniel, Gebra-Hawaryat, MS.Yagwara Qwesqwam, 89 XVI, 23-25,
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olio21 v.
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2 Ibid.

2 |bid.
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A Informants. Ato Ayechele Tarafa, Magabi SayefS-Selasse.

Ibid, Girma. “Ancient Customary law of the Gafat”, p.54-56.

Besides the charters mentioned above other charters containing clauses
regéjlatm the reIatlonshlg_between 2ega and dabtara include, Daniel,
Arba’etu-Wangel, MS. Bichana Giyorgis, 89,11 3-8, ldem, Tamra-
Maryam, MS. Gemja-Bet Kidana Meherat, 89,1,2-12. _

& The bi %est church foundation of the gerlod is Dabra-Marqos, built by
King TSkla-Haymanot in the early 1380s.The king granted land to
individuals and" institutions practlcalg throughout the region. In the
church of Dabra-Marqos alone 212 dabtara were established over its
lands, Mazgab, MS. Dabra-Marqos, folio24v. They operated their land by
settllnF thelr subjects as we have seen in the previous chapter.

M Takla-lyasus, “Ya Gojjam Tank”, pp.48 and 50. o
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8 D. Crummey and Shumet Sis,hagine, “Land Tenure and the Social
§5c3cumulat|on of Wealth in the Eighteenth Century Ethiopia”, pp.252-

“Plowden, Travels in Abyssinia, p. 137. _
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CHAPTER THREE

LAND TENURE AND THE REDISTRIBUTION OF LAND:
TQI)E()%SANTS’ ZEGAS AND LORDS AND THE STATE, 1874-

31 Land Grants During the Reign of Takla-Haymanot; Lords,
Zegas and Peasants In the Last Quarter of the 19)h Century.

The last quarter of the 19" century echoed the days of Walata-|sra’el
and Ras Haylu I in respect to land redistribution and the foundation of
new churches and expansion of old ones. In fact one of the most
noticeable developments during Takla-H3ymanot’s rule, one can observe,
was the mass redistribution of land. Like in the preceding century his
reign saw the establishment of religious institutions of exceptional size.
Donations of land to churches appear to have greatly increased in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, probably more than ever before in the
period under study. Much of King Takla-Haymanots (r. 1874-188053
energy was exlpended in the building and expansion of churches an
monasteries.1 Indeed Takla-Haymanot went beyond what might be
imagined by his predecessors in his land grants to religious institutions.
[he dabtaras of the preceding century or ‘their descendants remained in
control and ownership of their lands and new confiscations were made
during this time. He bestowed so much landed property upon the churches
and monasteries by turning over extensive lands from the peasantry to the
tormer to the extént that the grant of his elqhteenth century illustrious
forbears could not even reach anywhere near the extent of his grants. He
managed to give away extensive tracts of land within a generation (1874-
1899). Emperor Yohannes IV (r. 1874-1889) encouraged Takla-Haymanot
to give away land to churches and monasteries and he himself distributed
land to some of them. He suppressed the Qebat (one of the religious sectsg
sympathies in the region." What all this means is that churches an
monasteries came to wield much more power and influence in the region
in this period than during the preceding century.

Takla-Hleymanot’s court was organized on the model followed by the
central state. His court was studded much with titled people below that of
king.' None of Takla-Haymanot’s predecessors in Gojjam had held any
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title higher than ras. His promotion to the status of king had
correspondmgly increased the prestige of the regl_onal (dynasty. He
rewarded his followers by giving them land. The King himself owned
landed property' elsewhere scattered throughout the region consisting of
numerous rims in small units as we will see below. Though there are hosts
of secular small land grants to individuals the most important class of land
that we find in our land documents as in the proceeding century was rim
land.4 Thus it is clear that the extent of the domain of the church
conm_derablkl increased corresponding to the increase in Rower and
prestige of the regional dynasty. The construction of new churches and the
Promqtlo_n of old"religious establishments to daber status were marked by
he distribution of rim land. Though some districts were annexed in
northern Wallaga and new lands were acquired in Matakal in the west, the
social and political edifice was sustained by the resources drawn from
internal sources. In other words this land redistributed to the church was
primarily, as stated everywhere in this study, derived from the restdnna
not from conquered lands." It is difficult to consider all the important an
big land redistributions during this period. Thus | have set limitations to
the material collected for the study. OnI% selected and representative
charters with direct relevance for the theme of this study will be
considered. _ .
Waiata-Isra’ePs charter offered a direct precedent for many similar
g.rant.s in the region particularly with regard to the principle of land
vision between the peasants and the landlords and other things. That this
happened almost everywhere in the region is easy to show and is attested
by many charters. Moreover, the charter seems to have provided the basic
features around which the institution of zegendt and the n%hts and
obligation of the dabtara and the baldrest in"the period on which this
section of my study is focused would progressively take shape. Though
there are some important exceptions, as a whole Takla-Haymanot
formulated charters in accordance with the practices of the fime of
Walata-Isra’el and Ras Haylu I.
We begin then with the first land grant document of Takla-
Haymanot. Probably the earliest important land grants by the king were
iven to the churches of Bichana Gi orgls and Mangesto Kidana-Meherat.
ince the contents of the two charters are on the whole identical
discussion will be limited to the charter of Bichana Glyorgls.GAs | have
just noted above Walata-Israel’s charter served as a model and it was
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imitated in almost all charters. However the grants to Bichana Giyorgis
and Mangesto Kidana-Meherat form exceptions to this. These charters
represented one of the few anomalies with regard to the principle of land
division between landlords and the peasantry since the division of the land
between the two was not drawn on the model of the charter of Mo{a. The
division of the land between the restannas and the dabtaras was carried
out on the principle of half for the restanna and half for the latter. As in
the earlier period the term dabtara in this period was used to refer to
clerical and secular social elites who owned land from the church. Much
of the lands given to the church appear to have belonged to king Takla-
Haymanot and his wife Lagach Gabra-MSdhen, and” members of the
aristocratic class. Of the EeoBIe categorized by the scribe as noble the
names of Lagach and her husband are entered against many villages and
ﬁlots of land. The woman held chiefly rim lands. It is interesting to note
ere the fact that half of the lands of the restanna in some of the V|IIag|es
given away for the church are Wh0||¥ recorded as belonging to the secular
nobility, both men and, women, at the time of land division between the
dabtaras and the restaiihas. There are also other village lands recorded as
rm land held almost entirely by the nobility with some sprinkling of the
religious class.”7 _ o

~The echo of Walata-Isra’el’s charter is contained in this document
with regard to the judicial and administrative powers of the dabtaras over
their zegas. Although the dabtaras might have used hired labor to operate
their lands we know very well that they chiefly emlplpyed zegas for
cultivating their lands. The extent of the jurisdiction of rim owners over
their land and the zegas to the exclusion of the government officials is
clearly known. The ‘methodology adopted in this chapter as in the
preceding chapter is to proceed i the accounts and explanation of the
dynamics of the socio-economic relationships hetween lords and peasants
and zegas by citing, when necessary, selected and pertinent sections from
charters. Thus it is good to quote Selected passages from the charter for
the sake of better exposition and also in order to clear up any or a little of
possible obscurity about zega and the right of the restanna and landlords.8
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The. [lrevenue contributed by the] mdkwanent (it
nobllly) established in_Beto"and Enaqor should he
the salary ofthe qwami (choir-men in duty) andfor
buying ‘the fum-enget (charcoal]._The revenue
contributed by the makwanent established in Addis
Amba shall be for the salary of the agabi (qrinder
and water drawer).The revenue contributed oy the
mdkwanent established in Yagafat shall be for the
salary of [those responsible to the Prayer of] the
Hours, The revenue contributed by the ‘mdkwanent
established in Yasambi shall befor the salary ofthose
[who are responsible for composing the gene],
zayenages. The revenue contributed b{ the  nine
[mdkwanent] established in Dansa and the revenue
contributed by the three makwanent established in
Dalgolema shall befor the salary ofporters, antsafi
E)the one who arranges the intérior of the church
efore mass), and atsawi-nohet (door keeper).The
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revenue collected from those established over
Dalgolema should be for the salary of the two
readers of Hd)>mangta Abow (BooK. of Faith of
F_athers%, four (eran-{abaqi (?) and eight mdrigeta
(instructors).

While establishing this king Takla-Haymanot said
halfofthe land shall befor the baldrest and half of
the landfor the dabtara. The baldrest holding halfof
the land have to support the tabot of their respective
parishes. The% shall be {udged téy the * ghega
appointed by t ealdqa. On three holidays they have
to pay threé rock-salts for the various” daber. The
dabtaras shalljudge the zegas settled over the halfof
the land. The gabaz shaIHudge the land givenfor the
support of Mass. The mdlakaberhan shall constitute
the court o fappealfor all these. Judgment over cases
ofhomicide, theft and adulterY ofthis shall befor the
mdlakdberhan, In times of work the [peasants
0cgU Yln the] land of the mdsewat (Eucharist) shall
build the "bethfehem (the building where the material
for the Eucharist are pre,Pared and where the utensils
for it are kept) the one-fitth ofthe aldga country shall
build the housefor the aldga, and the land in"which
the dabtara are established in shall build dajasdlam
lit ?ate ofpeace or main gate of the church). He
Takla-Haymanot) said all Should jointly build the
church, the treasury house, and the enclosure walls.
He said, of the tofal of the tax from the market of
Bichana two-rock salts would befor Qedus Giyorgis
and after this deduction the remaining two-thirds
WOF be for the king and one-third for the
mdlakdberhan.

_ Two points are for my purpose of special interest in this charter. The
scribe referred to those who received half of the land of the restdnna from
the church in collectivity and interchangeably as nobility or dabtaras.
They were given halfof the former lands 0f the restdnna over which they



settled their subjects or their zegas. The fo!lowm? observation can be
made from the quotation above. The first point that stands out explicitly
from the above excerpt is the distinct nature of the right of the dabtaras
and the restannas. They were accorded right over separate pieces of land.
They had no tributary relationship since their right extended over separate
lands. Half of the land of the restannas was transferred to the nobility and
members of the religious class and the right of cultivation of the restannas
in their former half of the land is completely ruled out or excluded. The?/
retained only half of their ancestral land. The nobility who were given half
of the former lands of the restannas settled their subjects or their zeqas
over it. The n0bI|ItY had administrative and legal rights only over the
zegas settled over their land. Unlike the zegas, the restannas enjoyed
complete freedom from the judicial and administrative authority of the
lords to which the former were subjected. The peasants were given
autonomy in their internal affairs. The gheqa was made responsible for the
local affairs of the peasants. They would be Audged by the gheqa though
they did not have the right to elect or choose him as the church authorities
controlled his appointment. The dabtaras were allowed to sit in judgment
only over their zegas. On the whole the restannas had a high degree of
freedom in local self-rule and were free from any interference by lords on
the half of their land.9 , ,

The second point that stands out in the charter is that the zega class
had not improved in their status as in the .Prevmu_s period. Features
characteristic of the preceding century can still be discerned and found
intact, though this charter is not drawn out on the model of Walata-Isra’el
with regard to the division of the land between the dabtara and the
restanna. The basic rights and obligations of the restannas and the
dabtaras just referred to and to be discussed below had been a general
practice a century earlier. In so far as the local administration and the
administration of justice are concerned there was no difference from the
earlier period. One of the strands of custom inherited from the preceding
century is, therefore, the right of full administrative and judicial powers
by the grantee in his/her rim land and over the people workm%, It, the
zegias. he document to some extent.re%ulates. the legal relationship
between th_e_zegza and the dabtara. This is the subject, which is also often
glven sufficient attention in other charters dealing with the relationship

etween the zega and the lord. One area of strlklng consistency between
the preceding century and the last quarter of the
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that the zega ought not to have any other judge in civil cases than their
individual “lords and the immunity from interference by church or
government officials in the socio-economic relationship between them
was maintained intact. The charter gave the dabtaras virtually unlimited
powers over their land and their zegas. However, another element of
continuity from the earlier period is that though the individual dabtaras
had acquired judicial authority the Fossmllmes of recourse to higher
courts were not completely ruled out. To rephrase it, crimes remained
within the normal jurisdiction of the aldgqa of the church as in the
preceding centurylu hou%h the extent to which the law afforded Erotectlon
for the zegas against mistreatment by their lords is very hard to know. All
this evokes a view that the dabtaras’ judicial and administrative powers
over the zegas who lived on their lands were conventionalized. The zega
lived in his own dwelling and subsisted on the produce of his own labor
though we can ﬁresume that the zega class did not have any right of
owneérship over the land. _ _ N
Another area of continuity or carry-over in [oractlce or tradition from
the earlier century, it seems, 15 that custom still gave the lords absolute
discretion in determining the socio-economic relationships hetween the
zega and the dabtara. Although the scribe does record the {udlual and
administrative rights of the dabtara over the zega and the area of
competence of the individual landlords and church officials with regard to
the administration ofjustice he is silent on the right of the latter to"depart
and the basis of economic aﬁreement between them. The economic
contract between the zeqa and the lord was perhaps often merely a verbal
one for which reason there is no record about the kind of economic
arrangement in between the zega and the dabtara. The only record the
scribes were interested to keep are lists of villages and lands granted to the
church, the tax and the tribute demanded from"peasants and the names of
the dabtara to whom specific fields of land were assigned, including their
obligations." However, it is not hard to envisage that the right of
jurisdiction of the dabtara helped to concentrate all kinds of socio-
economic power in their hands over the zega cultivating their lands. It is
important to note that though custom or tradition governed the socio-
economic relationship between the dabtara and the zéga the former could
still have an absolute discretion in the explouatlon of their lands. The
mere fact that the dabtara were given extensive proprietary right over
their rim land means that they could do pretty much as they wanted or
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Pleased with its exploitation and management, including planting anything
hat theY saw it fit. In other words the rim lands of the dabtara would be
run in the manner that the owner deemed best and the zega would be
forced to plant and tend and harvest a C[OP of the choice of his lord. Rim
land was n effect an embryonic manorial system. Unlike the charter of
Walata-Isra’el, which placed some limitations on the right of the zega to
leave the landlord, there is no such provision in the charfer. The silence of
the scribe on this subject too may be because of the general acceptance of
the right of free mobility for the zega which rendered its special mention
in the charter un-necessary. Therefore, if the zega was unhappy with his
lord or desired to depart on other account, he had a right to move away.
However, the reasons of this anomaly (the silence of the scribe on the
right of mobility of the ze(_ia) can not be established absolutely.

| may now pass on 10 considering the characteristic féatures of the
obligations and the rights of the nobility holding rim land. The dabtaras
enjoyed the largest portion of the revenue from their rim land while
paying the wages of some priests and deacons for the purpose of which
rim land had nominally been granted. Officials of different rank and status
who received rim lands are listed. Their rank and status can be identified
from the title they bear. The charter is indeed studded with officials of all
kinds and almost virtually no person whose name is entered in the charter
exists who does not bear a secular or religious title of which the most
|mf)ortant include lejj, bajerond, azzaz, blatta, grazmach, ganhazmach,
balambaras, fitawrari, dayach, ras, nequs, wdyzdro and abun. Of the
nobility two are the sons ot Takla-Haymanot, Dau,azmach Balaw and Ras
Bazabeh. Three important females appear in the list, one of which is the
wife of king T&kla-Haymanot. The remaining two are relatives of the
kln?. The hishop Lugas 15 also listed as one among the nobility.2

t would appear that the obligations of the nobility were not
commensurate with the privileges and the power they enjoyed. The
immunities of the rim holders, the nature of their authority over their
subjects and the services and dues attached to their estates are very clearly
But in the charter. The document makes it clear that the grant to the
alarim was in land and in return for the money which they contributed
towards the pay of certain individuals in the church. This differs from the
administrative “and military %ul_ts in that the holder was under no
obligation to serve the church in person but that it was sufficient to
contribute money or other payments in kind towards meeting his/her
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obligation. For example five nobles, who included L,a(iach. to whom lands
ranted in,the parish of Enaqor, were made responsible for the support of
the qwami whose duties are not specified and contributed money for the
purchase of charcoal. Five nobles settled over the parish of Addis Amba
such as Emayte Wayzaro Lagach, Azaz Gabru, Dajjach Wargenah, Blatla
Kinfe, and Bajerond Sahlu were made jointly responsible for the support
of water drawers and grinders. Those re_sRonsmIe for the prayers of the
Hours, readers of the book known as Faith of Fathers, etc. were \Pald b?/
the nobility who were given lands in the parishes of Dansa, Yaqafat,
Dalgolema’and Yasambi.B _

Thus the right to cultivate and use the produce from rim lands by the
grantees, including noblemen and women, was contingent upon their
Payment of the salary for the church’s personnel. This is a fine testament
0 the central arqument_ in my thesis that the theoiy that the actual
cultivation of the land given for the support of the church was vested in
the restahha, together with the assertion that land was in the effective
occupation of the peasantry, would appear unrealistic since much of the
needs of the church was met by the ?rantees who cultivated the land
through their zega and paid the salary of church personnel. Thus rim land
and the need for the support of the Church by the nobility seem to have
given validity or Austl ication and cover t0 the expropriation of the
restahha. It ‘would appear that in practice the dabtara enjoyed an
unqualified right over rim land. The peasantry had a complete acceptance
or recognition of such a.raght of the elite. The charter does no even made
the labor service of building church or repairing it a charge upon the
dabtaras together with the restannas. Thus the church authorities could
not make any demands upon the rim holders unless there was an express
Provmon in"the charter. The rim land holders were granted exemptions
rom many of the dues and levies demanded from the peasantry, like
levies for” the maintenance of church officials.4 A rim holder could
appoint someone as his/her reRresentatlve and exercise his/her judicial and
administrative powers over the land and the people working it through
him. He could preside over the court, which tried the zegaS who were
largely committed to their care. The rim land granted to the dabtaras
appears permanent and a gift in perpetuity. _

As | have already noted in the paragraphs above the holdings of the
restannas and the dabtaras were not interdependent for which reason the
judge of the independent restannas who were made to surrender part of

94



their land as rim was usually the ghega. Generally the peasant had the
right to choose the ghega, though his appointment needed the approval of
the church authorities. But in some areas like in this charter such a right
for the peasants was curtailed and there is a possibility for a far more
direct intervention by church officials in local affairs of the peasants than
in other areas where the right of peasants to elect their qheqa was
respected. The charter states that the ghega would be apﬁom ed by the
aldga (the mdlakdberhan) of the church from among the inhabitants of the
villages.I'The fact that the mdlakdberhan was given power to appoint the
gheqa for the peasants under the church means he could appoint a person
who would not take side with peasants vis-a-vis the officials or would not
defend the right and interest of the former. What all this means is that he
could not assume an independent position against the officials in guarding
the interest of the restdnna since he did not owe his position to the latter.
~ The duties of the %heqa were as follows. The ghe(ia appointed
directly by the mdlakdberhan was to decide in cases of dispute among the
restdnna. The ghega could decide and try all civil and minor criminal
cases in the vHIages regarded as within his competence. Exceptional cases
on the other hand were brought before the court of the mdlakdberhan. He
was responsible for the %eneral order of the village and reported cases
beyond his capacity such as adultery, theft and™ homicide or serious
disputes and disorders among the villagers.5He supervised and orFamzed
peasants for the repalrln? of the church and enclosure walls. The
restannas who were left ho dmg half of their land were ordered to support
their respective parish under the overall administration of the church of
Bichana Gworgls. That the church of Bichana Giyorgis had satelljte rural
churches can De easily inferred from the stipulation that “The baldrest
holding half of the land have to support the tabot of their respective
parish.” They were required by the charter quoted above to present three
rock-salts on the three holidays to their respective parish churches. 7 How
the ghega was remunerated fo defray his expenses and for his service is
not stated by the charter. Probably he received some payment in kind or in
salt-bars, thie currency of the time, from the peasants holding their half
land and undoubtedly he also would take a share of some income gained
from the administration of justice. Probably he could demand labor
service from the local Peasants_ under his administration. _
Some other points remain to be considered in the charter. Various
requlations existed in the dealings with the peasantry under the gabaz, the

95



alaga, and those holding half of their ancestral lands mcludm? their
dealings with the bundl_ngi of churches and other matters. We will come
back fo some of the points in other charters which are identical in their
content though some important differences exist with regard to the right of
the alaqa, the gabaz and the peasants under their administration. _

Takla-Haymanot continued to endow many churches and put all his
energy into the building of Dabra-Marqos church and the expansion of
others. Accordln% to Takle a total of 320 dabtaras were established
concurrent with the construction of the church.B Another 260 dabtaras
were also established over the land of Gemja-Bet Kidana-Meherat, at
Dabra-Margos, at about the same time.l9 Moreover, the king lavishly
endowed Abema Maryam church at the town of Dabra-Margos and a
considerable number of people were settled over the lands given to the
church.2 There are several other land ?rants by Talda-Haymanot to
churches and monasteries and to individuals, Among the collection of the
manuscript sources from this period, the qult register known as Mazgab,
deposited at Dabra-Marqos church, is a unique manuscript. It contains
many documents of primary importance. The charters were entered in the
1880s and 1890s.The MS. has sixty-five folios. All but the first four folios
and folios 63-65 are covered with qult records, sanctions, and other
important Eroperty and historical notes. The bulk of the folios are used for
recording the lands of Dabra-Margos church together with the names, of
the dabtara and a record of residential and agricultural land distribution
and measurements. In addition to the gult grant to Dabra-Margos church
the MS. contains copies of gult %rants to many churches and monasteries
by Takla-Haymanot. Some of the qult documents contained in the MS.
appear to have been added to it after its compilation. All in all the MS.
forms an important source for the period. | must say that | have been
singularly fortunate in having successful access to and being able to
reproduce this MS. N _

Takla-Haymanot had already be?un giving out rim lands on a large
scale immediately before the construction of the church of Dabra-Marqos.
The first of such'mass distribution of land made b?]/ TakIa-Ha%/manot was
the grant to the church of Gemja-Bet Kidana Meherat at Dabra-Marqos.
The qult grant to Gemija-Bet is recorded in the MS. called Tamra-Maryam
belongln.%_to the same church. It lists 260 dabtaras by name together with
the specitic lands allotted to them. The names of most of the prominent
persons whom we met in the charter of Bichana Giyorgis are also listed in
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this charter, Residential sites were also allotted together with the rim land
to the dabtaras. The dabtaras were required to build houses in their
re3|d|ent2|lal plots so as to either live there themselves or settle their own
eople.

: pCrummey and Daniel have investigated this charter. Though
Crummey more than anybody else has done extensive work on land tenure
and is @ much better judge on such matters he Fresented amuch different
picture of the reality in his recent monumental work, Land and Society.
Crummey argues that the dabtaras’ right over the two-thirds of the land
did not “extend to the soil. The restannas continued to_engoy the
occupation and cultivation of the land but were liable to pay tribute 1o the
church on the two-thirds of the land. He writes that he interviewed the
clergy of the church recentli/] which confirmed the tributary arrangement
between the dabtaras and the cultivators at the time of the grant, “The
Gemdabet clergy, when Daniel Ayana and | interviewed them In February
of 1989, claimed hoth that this gave them the right to exact two-thirds of
the produce of the cultivators in tribute and that, in fact, their tributary
arrangements  with the cultivators were by ‘negotiation’”'2 This
amblgu;t?/ could be cleared up quite easily. Though we can not assume
that written documents do alwa?/s describe action of prescribed norms a
careful analysis of the charter allows us to_draw a firm conclusion about
the right involved in connection with the rim land given for the dabtaras
contrary to Crummey’s generalization in Land and Society. Indeed the
nature ‘and limits of the rights and obligations of the dabtara and the
restanna does not demand a very rigorous effort of understandln([; since
they are clearly put in relatively unequivocal terms. It is usual for a
StI(PU|atI0n to be included in charters that the dabtaras had the right to
udge the ze?as they had settled over both their rim land and" their
residential plots. In the charter of Bichana there was no fresh
redistribution of residential sites since the town was an old foundation.
Hence it refers only to the zegas whom the dabtaras settled aver their rim
land. But in Gemja-Bet there was the distribution of residential sites
together with rim"land over which the dabtara settled ,thelr_subtjects.
Sufficient attention has been ﬁald bg the charter under consideration fo the
exact nature of rights of the dabtara and the restanna. The charter
obliquely mentions the zegas .b){ adding the usual stipulation to protect the
interest of the dabtarajudicia rl?ht tojudge his/her subjects settled over
his respective rim land and town plots.23
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The important phrases in the charters are usually those which state
that the division of the land between the dabtaras and the restannas was
on the basis of one-third for the restannas and two-thirds for the dabtaras
which applied to the soil and the usual sentence that the dabtaras are the
judges of those settled over their rim land and bota. Crummey takes this
to mean that the right was only to the tribute, not over the landitself. The
important section presented in the charter, which contains the key
sentences on the nature of the sBecmc judicial, and property right reads as
follows; “Hm-C S ?Z9° S P£S% 9 ht\*>

Vo> o iim v?c (iw z.-n+"ab
~ M1 which literally means “Rt%he 1udges I cases mvolvmgf
homicide, theft, scandal and adultery are the aldga and the ligafababt. |
those settled over the dabtaras’ rim'and bota quarrel [against each other]
over other matters than Lhomlmde, theft, scandal, and adultery] the judges
are the dabtaras”* This can hardly be confused as a Teference to
independent peasants since they often apf)ear. explicitly in- official
documents and charters under either of the following two names, balagar
or restdnna. No charter in the study area shows that the restannas were
settled over the bota and the rim land of the dabtaras. .

Moreover, there is no mention of dues and services, which the
restannas are required to_provide or pa?/ for the two-thirds of the land.
QnIY the dues and obligation of the one-third of the land of the restannas
is sfated. Instead the dabtaras were made liable to pay the salary of the
church personnel specifically for holding two-thirds "of the land. This
provides strong evidence in support of the argument that ownership of the
soil was vested in the dabtara alone over the two-thirds of the land. The
way in which the charter of Dabra-Marqos is phrased with regard to the
judicial power of the dabtaras over the zegas settled over their rim land
and bota and the phraseology of the charter'of Gemja-Bet Kidana Meherat
are almost identical, although the latter does not explicitly mention the
zegas.- Although the sentence “those settled over the bofa and the rim
land” is not explicit or IooseIK Phrased the section lends support to the
central point in my argument that the thase IS an oblique reference to the
2egas but by no means a reference to the restannas. _

As in the case of the charter of Bichana Giyorgis the lay rim holders
were mmp% obliged to contribute money for the'rim land they owned, for
inevitably the right to hold rim land was contingent upon the obligation to
pay money in lieu of doing service and if such a service was not done the



land would be forfeited. The land of the balasisso or restanna carried with
It certain immunities. Exemption from the paYment_oftrlbute was Tgranted
to peasants holding one-third of their former fands in view of the fact that
they had surrendered two-thirds of their former lands to the dabtara.
However, the balasisso could not escape the obligations of payln% three
sheep during the three principal feast days. In case the peasants had no
sheep to give or in order to avoid disagreements over the size of the sheep
a conventional price was fixed at the rates of three amoles per sheep.
Besides, the presents of sheep during the three feast days the balasisso
were also expected to build the house of the alaga. They were also
required to contribute labor service in building and repairing the church
and itswalls.® .

_ The three individuals in the church who greatly benefited from the
various incomes of the church were especially those who held the offices
of gabaz, alaga and liqafababt. The gabaz was the administrator and the
Juddge of the masewat land. The restannas retained the right of cultivation
and paid a certain amount of the produce of their land in wheat and also
their dues partl(}/ in cash. In other words the land would not be divided
between the dabtaras and the restannas. Peasants contributed the
expenses in connection with the Eucharist, the candle and the incense
needed for all the services. The alaga and the ligafababt were not allowed
to interfere in the lands %lven_for the maintenance of the gabaz. Only the
gabaz and the qhe(%a under him were responsible for the local affairs of
such lands. The offices of gebezzena an (%he endt appear to have heen
hereditary and concentrated in the hands of a tew families, which could
Pass from generatlon to generation. The office of gebezzena was given to
he descendants of a certain ancient family called Asba-Dengel. The office
of the gheqa was also made the preserve of certain families.

~ By vesting the offices of ?ebezzena and ghegendt in themselves or
their families the original ?ran ees were able to benefit from the major
ﬁortlo_n of the revenue of the church from such lands. The gabaz as a

ereditary office could not be revoked easily. Since the masewat land was
granted in perpetuity the office could ﬁass from generation to generation
unless the regional ‘ruler reallocated tne land for other purposes. In the
great majority of cases the gabaz and the ghega under him_ were
considered the natural judges and the local administrators of the villages
in the masewat land and over the peasants occupying and cultivating the
masewat land of the church. Criminal justice was placed outside the
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jurisdiction_of the gabaz's court over matters connected with the
restannas. There is alSo a provision for referring to the gabaz the decision
of all disputes between the peasants under the officials who were
entrusted with the administration of villages p%yl_ng dues in wood.2 This
was ot considerable importance to the gabaz. Tribute on these lands was
fixed in the form of a certain amount of wheat and cash. The right to sit in
jQdgment over the peasantry appears to have been a legitimate source of
revenue. The (};heqa had a right to the exercise ofjustice and a share of the
income there-from, the judgment fee. The gabaz was to receive from the
peasants presents of sheep on feast days and collect tax according to the
assessments fixed by the charter. The Qhega was responsible ™ for its
collection. The present was given usually during the three main feast days
of the year and the due in wheat was probabl?/ demanded by the gabaz at
Phaervlg%tetrl%e' The ghega under the gabaz would pay an appointment fee to

Cases that came up for decisions between the restannas outside of
the competence of the gabaz were to be referred to the court next above
him presided by the ‘alaga and the ligafababt. The alaga and the
ligafababt of the"church were given a privileged position. Often one-fifth
of the total vHIage_s_assggned to_the dabtaras would be deducted and
granted to hoth officials jointly. For example if the lands of ten villages
were given for the dabtaras the two officials would ?.et two villages.
These villages were put directly under the administrative and judicial
control of the two officials. These villages were allocated as remuneration
for the offices of the alaga and the liqafababt}0 The nature of the
obligations of the peasants towards the two officials varied from place to
place, as we will see below. Market levy was a source of considerable
Income. The peasants going to the market of Gemja-Bet paid market fees
for buyln% and selling produce or other articles of trade and when they
appeared for litigation in the courts of the two officials, The revenue from
the market levy at Gemja-Bet was divided between the church and the
regional lord. One-third” of it went to the church and the rest for the
regional lord. The portion that went to the church after the deduction of
the share ot the regional lord was to be further divided equally between
the two officials and the church. The taxes from transactions in pepper
onions and all other market goods were to be divided between the re%lonal
government and the church on the basis of two-thirds for the regional lord
and one-third for the latter. The two officials received half of the
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remaining one-third of the revenue from the market levy of Gem#'a-Bet
going due to the church. The judgment fee from the market was for the
aldga and the liga(dbdbtd .

Every office holder paid maswamya (appointment fee) graded
according to the |mEortance of the office and income therefrom. The
gabaz [)ald thirty rock-salts or amoles. The chief of the tanners, who was
appointed by the two officials, was required to pay an apJJomtm_ent fee
corresponding to his means. The tax on market was collected both in ghtiw
(salt-bar) and"in kind. The collectors of the market tax in ghaw and kind
would receive from both the two church officials and” the regional
?overnment the amount of pepper and cotton that could be taxed from a
axpayer. The collector of market fees called the blaten-geta, was
apPomted b?/ the church officials and had to pa%/ an appointment fee. The
oftice of collector was hereditary. The right to eaplpomted collector was
heredltarﬁ, vested in the descendants of sba;Den%e , whom we have met
above. The two officials, the aldqa and the ligafababt, carried with them
for the most part the rights of seigniorial authority. There was no court of
appeal beyond them. They were the ultimate and supreme appeal judges
not only over the aldga amsteya agar (one-fifth of the land degucted from
the village lands allotted to the dataras) under their private Audlmal and
administrative control but also over all the lands of the churc ofG_emga-
Bet. They judged both civil and criminal cases and disputes within the
one-fifth ‘of the land put under their direct administration as well as certain
other serious criminal offences which lay outside the capacity of the
courts of the individual dabtaras and the gabaz."2 o

The placements of one-fifth of the villages under the administration
of the two officials carried with it permanent rights which made them
immune from anP/ kind of interference by the regional lord or even the
emperor. The state could not revoke the assignments. The aldqa amsteya
agar was attached in perpetuity to the office. In certain charters the land
assigned to the two officials jointly was divided between the peasantry in
whose land the officials would ‘settle their people and assume direct
responsibility of cultivation on the basis of land division in the charter.
This is true for the charter under consideration. The village lands asm?n.ed
for the two officials were divided according to the principle of one-third
for the restdnna and two-thirds for the two officials. The peasants holding
the SIsso land after the deduction of two-thirds of the land carried certain
immunities and exemptions from the payment of any form of taxes except
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very light labor service and gifts of sheep for the two officials during the
thrée feast days. The charter required the halasisso to build a house for the
alaga at Dabra-Marqos hut not in any other town. However, in some
charters the peasants exchanged the deduction of two-thirds of the land for
the obllgatlon of payl_n? tax, the Fayme_nt of presents and the monthly
wages of the two officials. This will be discussed below wicen considering
the charter of Dabra-Margos church. The W%ges, stlrpends and expenses of
the two principal officials were not to be deducted from the revenue of the
church since the revenue of the church was clearly separated from that of
these officials. All the revenue from the one-fifth of the land went to the
two officials.3 Unlike the gahaz and the (t]heqa they did not derive their
influence from the hereditary possession of the office but from the overall
position they held in the hlerarchK of church officials and the
administration of the land attached to their office. The criteria of holding
such offices were not based on descent from certain ancient families.
However, the ligafababt was required to be a rim holder.3 Probably they
were also appointed because of their learning. They were allowed to enHoy
temporary administrative and judiciar rl%ht_s as well as the right to collect
all of the'churches taxes and tributes for their own benefit. ,

| now pass onto conmdermg the land grants of Dabra-Margqos which
forms the most important church to have been established in the period
following_the shift in the political centre of the region into the area from
Bichana. The land granted to the church and the peasantry working over it
had different forms of obligations and rights. The nature and the variety of
the obligations that the peasants had to pay varied widely depending on
the Purpose for which the lands of the peasants was assigned by the
charter and whether the land was divided between the restanna and the
dabtara. Generally peasants whose land was transferred on the basis of
one-third and two-thirds paid only very light labor dues and presents of
sheep on the three annual holidays whereas peasants who retained all their
ancestral lands had_to pay tribute, labor dues and monthly wages to the
officials. The balasisso and peasants under the direct administration of the
alaga and the liqafababt were made responsible for repairing the
enclosure walls and the wa]ges of carpenters who fixed the gates,
windows, etc. of the church.b This correspondence was Ilterallg fo be
found in every charter in the period and region under study. Charters
including the one under consideration listed and defined three different
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Lorlms of land constituted for different purposes which will be discussed
elow,

Some of the lands given to Dabra-Marqos were located in different
parts of the reglon, ranging from Ennase in the far eastern_f)art of the
region to Damot outside the study area. A great many of the villages were
situated around Dabra-Marqos itself, in the district ot Gozamin, where the
church formed one of the largest land owning institutions in the area.
According to local traditions the town of Dabra-Marqos and its church
were founded on the ancestral lands taken by Takla-Haymanot from the
descendants of Manqorar and Zana, who were said to have been important
Gafat founding ancestors in the area. The rest land of the children of
Manqorar and Zana did originate with the inauguration of the village of
Mangorar which was renamed Dabra-Margos after the church of St. Mark
that Takla-Haymanot built. It was mainly the shift in the political centre of
the region to Dabra-Marqos area and the economic exigencies that caused
the displacement of the descendants of Manqorar and Zana. However, the
king made heredltarY grants to the descendants of Man(%orar, Zana and
himself out of the holdings of the restahha to recompense for their l0ss/6

The as.3|g|nments of new rest lands to Mangorar and Zana and Takla-
Haymanot in lieu of their rest used for the building of the town and the
church were hereditary lands taken from the restannas. This shows the
eneral and all too Eowerful control that rulers enjoyed over land. Wit

e exception of Takla-Haymanot and the descendants of Mangorar and
Zana who were given many rim lands in and around Dahra-Marqos, many
of the dabtaras received and held town plots and rim lands who did not
have common descent with the former. Takla-Haymanot assigned himself
land in the same way as the descendants of Manqorar and Zana to
recompense himself for the loss of his ancestral lands now assigned for
the building of the town and the church. His title to a portion of'the rest
land descended from the or|%|nal commencement of the village by virtue
of himself being bom into the family of Mangorar and Zana. He was a
distant descendant of Mangorar and Zana. This can be accepted quite
confidently. In the genealogical list of Takle (folio 16 rectoF)) we find
Mangorar”and Zana placed at the sixth generation from the” founding
ancestor of the Gafat peoPIe, Goze, after he came to Gojjam. They were
the great grandchildren of Gozamin, one of the most important founding
ancestors of the Gafat people in Gotjjam. Takla-Haymanot is listed in the
genealogy as one of the descendants of Gozamin. It is believed that the
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present district of Gozamin, where the town of Dabra-Marqos is located,
derived its name from him. Before its name was changed the locality
around contemporary Dabra-Marqos was known by the name Mangorar.
For receiving hereditary rights over most plots of land Takla-Haymanot
and other descendants” of Mangorar_and Zana were charged with the
obllgatlon of providing a banquet on Ep,lphan}/ and to pitch the tent of the
tabot in the nearby river on the occasion of Eplﬁ)h.any._ Moreover, they
received eight rim” lands proportional to their holding in return for the
obligation of paying the wages of four grinders and water drawers and
four-priests who served the main church. _ _

- The qult register of Dabra-Margos church contains a detailed and
minute record of the distribution and measurement of town land and in the
case of one village the division of the land between the dabtaras and the
peasants. Town lands at Dabra-Margos were parceled out into
symmetrical strips and divided among the dabtaras. Residential sites in
towns ol the region were known as shi gamad, literally one thousand
ropes. The name bears testimony to_ the division of the town sites into one
thousand strips, hence the namé shi gdmdd, so as to make arzfortlonment
fair/'8 The residential sites were measured out in strips and then these
strips were assigned for the settlement of the dabtaras concurrent with the
establishment o ?reat churches. The division was carried out perhaps by
mutual ag[eemen of all the recipients. There is also evidence showing
that the division of town plots among the dabtaras took into account
quality, It seems that the extent and quality of town land a person could
get varied in accordance with the rank of the recipient. In other words the
size and quality ofthe land granted to an individual was determined by the
nature and the importance of the service he or she would render the
church as well as his/her rank. Accotdln?ly, Takla-Haymanot and his wife
LagSch Gahra-Madehen and other dignitaries had the ‘largest size of twon
land. 1hey were given choice sites for residence, very close to the church
of Dabra-Margos, and other sites for gardens where probably they grew
vegetables, and for corral. 3 _

We do not know exactly how the assignment of the land to the
dabtaras was communicated to the peasantr%/. ne way of communication
was perhaps through decree. Unfortunately there was no custom of setting
down in wrltm% a detailed description ‘of the individual share of the
dabtaras and the restdnna at the time of the actual division and
measurement of the agricultural fields as a whole. Records of land
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measurement and distribution are rare. There is one such rare instance ofa
record of the actual division of land between the dabtaras and the
restannas held by the church of Dabra-Marqos where measurement and
distribution of land between the dabtaras and the restannas was duly
registered on the occasion of the transfer of two-thirds of the land of the
restannas to the dabtaras. Folios 60r to folio62r of the gult register of
Dabra-Marqos record the measurement and allocation of land between the
dabtaras and the restannas in a wIIage called Wanga.20

With the exception of Wanga the actual division of the land between
the_dabtara and the restanna is not redglstered with any accuracy. The
scribes and the grantors and grantees did not trouble much to register the
actual dimensions of the rim lands of the individual dabtara and the
division of the land. All the transfer of the two-thirds of the land to the
dabtaras in the village called Wanga is recorded in the %ult register. The
village is_listed among other wIIages given to the church of Dabra-
Margos. The conditions leading up fo the recording of the measurement
and distribution of the land in the village of Wanga alone is not known.
Perhaps its proximity to the town was one factor. However, the mere fact
that there was instituted an office called qhega-m.dgarafya (fto be
discussed below) for the supervision of land division between the
dabtaras and the restannas, and the survival of some records of land
measurement and distribution indicate there was proper survey or
measurement that would take place foIIowmrq the decree on" the
assignment of village lands to the dabtara. A total of thirty-five dabtaras
were assigned the agricultural fields of the wllage Wanga." Fifteen of
them are "listed by name, including Emperor Yohannes. The unit of
measurement of land that 1s met frequently in charters is called yaqhega-
magarafya (which literally means the knot of a qheqa[g the exact size of
which 15 difficult to establish. In the charter of Dabra-Marqos one
yaqheqa-maFardfya is stated to be the equivalent of one dabtara rim!'l
Unfortunately the exact dimension of one dabtara rim is also not stated.
Based on the interpretation of contemporary sources Joseph Tubiana
writes the following about the dimension, “About the land itself: the
complete rim consists of four qT[eYaf and one hota The bota (Size
unspecified) is the “Ilvmgi place” of the tenant. This implies that a house is
built ugon It. The q[e]fatare for cultivation. One q[e]fafusually measures
70 by 50 cubits [this does not seem exceedingly long for its breadth], an
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area of eg)proxlmateh{ 80.64hectars... 3 A stick is mentioned as having
been used during the land division and measurement at Wana.

As a general rule the measurement and transfer of land from the
restahha to the dabtara was supervised by the local ghega. Moreover,
some witnesses had to attend as a norm “perhaps to serve as security
against any possible future fraud. A certain Agafari Najaru served as
witness in‘the case of Wanga. For his sen. ice as witness he received two
plots of land in Wanga. In the document recording the division and the
distribution of the land that took place at Wanqa trees and streams are
mentioned repeatedly, serving as bQunda_rly marks and separating the
holding of the dabtara and the halasisso. The %heqa_ was entitled fo get
remuneration for his service of supervising the division of the land
according to different arrangements set forth in charters. In most cases the
gheqa received one or more plots of land from both sides and this land
was called yd gheqa-magar fKa. Sometimes, as in the case of the charter
of Dabra-Marqos, the restahna retained the land due to the ghega and
a%reed to meet the land claim of the ghega by annual payment of amole,
which is also_called gagh.eqa-magardjya.

~Inthe rim land registers the name of the dabtaras would be entered
either jointly or mdmduall;r, followed by the names of the specific lands.
A rim”land ‘given to several dabtaras is registered jointly in the name of
the joint holders and the names of individual dabtaras are entered where
rm- land was held |nd|V|duaI1¥..Whether_ the shares of individuals
constituting one dabtara were delimited with each of the joint owners
having a right to a specific share of the total rim land or not cannot be
known.The precise shares of the individual dabtaras are not clearly
stated. Most charters registered the name of the individual dabtaras
corresponding to the village lands with the size and limits not usually
defined. The scribes were not interested in defining the exact dimension
of these rim lands. Some subseauent minor redistributions and .exchan%e
of rim lands made among the dabtaras are entered in the register. The
dabtaras exchan?ed one another’s rim lands perhaps for the purpose of
consolldatlngz ho dln?5/6 It is very clear from the records of town land
measurement and distribution that the size of the residential sites of the
ﬁ{antees corresponded to their rank and the importance of their service to
e church. Probably the rank of a person to whom rim was given seems
to have been given consideration in determining the size of the land to be
granted, although this might not have been‘always true.
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~ We have similar records of the division of town lands into_many
individual parcels of Ion? and sxmmetrlcal strips at Dabra-Eliyas,
Yalamelam Kidana-Meherat, a church in the district of Liban and Gemjja-
Bet Kidana-Meherat in Dabra-Marqos.47 In the case of the charter of
Dabra-Eliyas church the dabtaras" land was to be divided by lot and it
was to be entered in the register against the name of each holder. The land
charter of Yalamelam Kidana-Meherat included an injunction which
recorded and ordered that if the dabtaras who were assulned town lands
(which included kln?s Minilek and Takla-Haymanot and emperor
Yohannes) at Yalamelam could not build a house over it within a set
period it was to be restored to the baldrest48 The dimensions of the strips
of the allotments at Dabra-Eliyas are said to be about eighty cubits in
length and width. Its charter orders the dabtaras to see to it that the
boundary between the strips was used for the access paths, especially so
that the” movements of people were not impeded as during funeral
processions.&

Takla-Haymanot deIe]gated to the church of Dabra-Margos many
functions and’ powers of the government including judiciary and
administrative in the areas under its domain. There was no Interference of
the regional government in churches especially in the sphere of justice.
The church exercised the highest levels of judiciary rights, chiefly
exercised by the emperor and the hishop themselves ‘according to the
nature of the case. It was given the high sounding title of male®lta-
adebarat, chief of the endowed churches. For example the leba-adem
(thlefcatcherz, meslane, the buta and the kore are forhidden %yt_he charter
{0 enter or inerfere in the land in Gozamin under the direct administration
of the church of Dabra-Margos .The buta according the modem Amharic
dictionary of Kasate-Berhan was a watchman who informed officials
about disturbances or thefts in an area by shouting in a loud voice. He had
also the power to punish offenders by beating .The kore according to the
Ge’ez dictionary was the regent or agent of the episcopate. The district of
Gozamin was immune from the intervention of all these secular and
religious officials.d) The state hardly ever interfered in the affairs of the
church, and even cases which were religious in nature were settled within
the limits of the jurisdiction of the church of Dabra-Marqos. Any rell?lous
dispute between the monasteries and churches of the region had fo be
brought to the court presided by its head.'1 In effect it would not be too
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much to sa¥ that the church appeared to have constituted a kind of state
within a state. _ . .

The top of the documents recording all the provision and privileges
to the church were authenticated b havm% the ‘seals of the archbishop
Pedros, the bishop Lugas, eqhage eoflos, Takla-Haymanot and emperor
Yohannes. These sanctions threatened any possible ‘transgression of the
provision by very frightening curses.® These sanctions were included so
as o insure the implementation of the charters and to frighten those who
might fail to heed the provisions and regulations of the charter. In short it
was concerned with preventing disorder or dispute and served as a bar
against individuals from making claims to lands to which they might have
former titles but not any more after they were transferred to Someone and
after the state had legitimized the transfer. _ _

The big percentage of the lands of the church was in the rim
categorY. As'we have seen so far, as of the eighteenth century rim came to
be employed as the generic name for the agricultural fields which lay and
clerical lords held from the church or on behalf of the church, its earliest
known use in this sense in the period and region under investigation being
the charter of Walata-Isra’el. There was considerable change in the latter
half of the nineteenth century as re%ards to the extent of this land. In the
last decades of the nineteenth century when the size of rim land was
greatly increased rim had become by far the most common way by which
noblemen and women as well as the religious class held their land,
Turning large amount of rest land of the peasants to church land {rim)
increased the size of rim lands. Prominent individuals from neighborin
regions like Ras Mika’el, Minilek, Yohannes, etc., were granted rim lands
in the study area probably so that prayers would be said for them. The
rights of holding rim land were granted to persons alive at the time of the
creation of the rlght and it was possible for it to pass by inheritance.
However, rim land was also given to persons who were not alive at the
time of the grant and had passed away a Iong time ago. Such grants were
made for example to Dajjazmach GoSu, grandfather of Takla-Haymanot.3
One indication of the pérmanent nature of the original grant was that the
dabtaras and their descendants did not demand a new"order with every
change in the political leadership of the region and the grant of the
departed lord was ?eneral_ly respr),ectedl by his successors. For this reason it
was not necessary fo obtain confirmation of the grant by his successors.
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~Rim land conferred considerable economic benefit upon the
individuals with some social prestige as well as political power. The rim
holders cultivated their rim lands through their zegas. | have already
quoted the passage in the charter of Dabra-Margos containing the
requlations between the dabtaras and the zegas, the dabtaras and the
restanna and the officials of the church/"4 Because of the great increase in
the rim land held by persons in this Gperlod_ the zegas might have been as
numerous as the balasisso around Gozamin. They formed an important
element in the overall social structure of the rural population, particularly
around the district of Gozamin. The charter is very vague in setting the
economic obligations of the zegas. It simply mentions the judiciary and
administrative right of the dabtaras over the zegas. This is perhaRs
because of the fact that custom did not demand it and it was wholly the
concern of the recipient of the rim land to determine it. | have discussed
the major characteristics of the socio-economic relationship between them
elsewhere and no particulars need be given here. The nature and scale of
the rights and privileges of the dabtaras of Dabra-Margos church were as
extensive as those of the church of Bichana Giyorgis. By the operation of
the immunity the dabtaras were able to escape or avoid from providing
onerous labor service like repairing church bundm(t;s, entertaining guests,
etc. Much of the economic burden rested on the restanna,» .
The qult register described in details the services and dues reguwed
of the halasisso. They were permanentl¥ exempted from taxation and dues
except labor dues and the payment o ,obllgator%/. presents on the three
annual holidays. The restannas holding one-third of the land were
resPonsmIe for the Payment of the wages of the carpenters and the repair
of the enclosure walls, the building of the dajd-salam, the one storey main
entrance to the church. TheY were also expected to offer one sheep each
on principal feast d_a%/s. In almost all of the land charters it was stipulated
that in lieu of the gift of a sheep its price, which was fixed at three amoles,
would be paid, showing the existence of the general level of re%ularlzatlon
or uniformity in the obligation of the peasants. The price of the sheep
given as a present was standardized as a universal custom.% Though there
is no direct empirical evidence to support it, it is ‘possmle to presume that
the restannas who had lost a good part of their former rest lands would
find it difficult to live on their reduced holding alone; hence they had to
supplement their income by working for the rim holders. They would be
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su_bAect to rents and labor services, even possibly could end up merged
with the zegas. _ o

- The socio-economic relationship between the restannas under the
direct administration of the gabaz and the aldqa and the ligafababt is of
special importance for us. Important offices have land attached to them by
way of ?ayment of ydwar-q Iab_(monthIY stlcf)end). The monthly stipend
of the offices of the aldga and ligd\dbdbt ana the ﬂabaz as distinct from
other offices were allotted on certain villages. Church offices such as
those for Dabr*-Marqos appear to have been highly profitable. According
to the list of lands referring to Dabra-Margos three are listed under the
holding of the aldga and the liqafababt as the one-fifth land of the total
villages listed. This is however a theoretical assumption and there was no
deduction of one-fifth of the total land given to the dabtaras in terms of
acres. TheY were given such extensive lands in view of their important
service to.the church. Besides receiving rim land the gabaz and the aldga
and the ligafdbabt were %_lven cash (gsalt-bar? payments and obligatory
presents and monthly stipend from the lands under their special
administration as the recognition of the their high rank and the importance
of their service.5 . .
_Next to the dabtara land the most prevalent form of V|IIaPe Is the
village allotted as Mass or masewat land. The criterion for holding the
office of gabaz was descent from Manqorar, Zana and afterwards from
Takla-Haymanot himself. The charter of Dabra-Marqos church
recommended that the ?abaz should not be elected from among men other
than the descendants of the three restannasjust referred to. The office was
given in perpetuity and it rotated amon? members of the three families
once every three years, i.e. the office rotated among the descendants of the
three families after every three years. As a gabaz the king would enjoy the
right to the office and ‘the stipend that went with it for three years. He
received the dues and contributions from the peasants under the gabazs
administration. The lands given for the support of Mass or masewat were
distinct from those of the ald(La and the ligafababt. Usually the lands
under the administration of the gabaz were not committed for the
settlement of the dabtaras or the zegas of the %abaz. Although the gabaz
did not hold proprietary right over such lands and he had to confine
himself to judging civil cases he would still exercise an Immense power
over the peasantry in the masewat land. The gabaz had one-fifth of the
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Jlﬁd?m&ﬁnt fee collected from cases involving homicide, adultery and
thert.

The gabaz was allowed by the charter to use certain i)_arts of the tax
and tribute from the lands given for the support of Mass in lieu of monthly
stli)end_ and to defray the cost of administering such lands. The method of
collection and the time limit for the payment of the dues is clearly set out.
The gabaz was Flven monthly stipends and obligatory presents of sheep
on the three holidays by the  peasants as remuneration for his services.
Presents on festive occasions appear to have been the most fruitful source
of income. The peasants had no labor obligation to the gabaz. The
building of the eqabet or treasury house and"the bethlehem, the house
where the. Holfy Communion bread was prepared, was made the
responsibility of the peasants within the gabaz's administration. Usually
the annual land tax and the tribute in the lands given for the support of
Mass were assessed in wheat.® _ _

G_eneraIIF, the peasants were required to pay tribute and tax
according to the nature of the crops grown. However, in the lands given
for the support of Mass the peasants were forced to Plant part of their land
with wheat even when the land might not be %ood or such production. It
is not difficult to understand the reason for the assessment of tribute on
the lands given out for the supﬁort of Mass being made in kind (wheat).
Wheat was necessary for the churches special needs, particularly for the
preparation of the “bread of the H0|K Communion. The custom of
assessing tax in fixed amount of wheat should not be considered simply to
have resulted from the dominant agricultural practice in a particular area
or the nature of the soil. Indeed some villages which were noted as chief
producers of wheat or as much noted for their production of other grains,
or perhaps even not self-supporting in wheat grain, were arbitrarily
assigned for the support of Mass and the taxation was assessed in wheat
for the purpose of meeting the needs of the church. In such circumstances,
the peasants were obliged either to buy the necessary amount of wheat
due to the church or sow or grow wheaf over parts of their holdings. This
means that the environment or the nature of the soil did not wholly dictate
what the peasants would plant on their land. The peasants had to provide
the amount of wheat stipulated in the document, even in the event of
failure of the crop of wheat, by exchange or any other means.@ The unit
on which the dues were assessed varied from aréa to area. Tax and tribute
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“as not assessed by measurement of the land given for the support of
ass.

Individuals who were vested with the offices of aIa,(%a and ligafahabt
were given rights for a Prescnbed eriod and had only life rights. Persons
who were vested with the two offices were 0b|I?Qd to leave or pass the
administration of the lands attached to the two offices to whoever would
be appointed to the two positions after the end of their terms of office. The
taxes and tributes from such lands went to the two officials. Unlike the
case of the Feasants under the two officials of Gemjja-Bet, the restannas
under the alaga and ligafababt of Dabra-Marqgos were to meet the land
claims of the two officials out of the produce of the land instead of
transferring land. In other words the restanna did not give away two-
thirds of his land in the case of Dabra-Marqos. In the case of Dabra-
Margos the division of the land between the officials and the restannas
was commuted to taxation paid per annum, presents on the three annual
holidays, monthly stipends and labor dues.6l This was mainly aimed at
avoiding the assumption of the not always easy responsibility of
cultivating their share of the land by the two officials. This might also
have been owing to the fact that they were rotating offices. As stated
above all of the taxation and tribute “from such lands went to the two
officials. A monthIK stipend and a payment in kind and presents of three
sheep on the three holidays and tax in cash per annum were levied on the
peasantry which were paid in kind and cash for the officials at regular
Intervals i.e. on a mqnthl¥ and yearly basis and as a norm coinciding with
the principal Christian Teast days.” The unit on which the dues were
assessed varied from area to area. The Dabra-Marqos charter gives an
indication of the kind of imposition to which the peasants under the two
officials were subject. The assessment of the wages of the alaga was
made in certain areas by qundo (unit of measurement) of butter. One of
the villages called Sabla, Tor example, paid ten madega of grain and six
rock-salts per month, one hundred rock-salt per annum and three sheep on
the three holidays.6" Whether the obligatory presents of sheep, butter, etc.,
were levied per household or collectively and according to the means of
the peasant cannot be known.

The ligalababt and the alaga could extract much from the peasantry
under them by using, their position in the administrative structure of the
church. The malaka~$ahay, the title of the alaga of Dabra-Marqos church,
was the chiefappeal judge of all the lands under the church’s domain. The

112



aldga could take not onl¥ all the fines of the proceeds ofjustice brought to
him from yd aldqa amsteya agar which were especially set aside for his
maintenance hut also received rim lands in the remalnln% four-fifths. He
also derived income from other sources like appointment tees, market tax,
tazkar(memorial services) all minutely set down in the charter.63 It is
impossible to cover all the important points that stand out in the charter
within the limiting confine of few pages. We need to pass on to discussing
other charters. . .

Takla-Haymanot continued to issue a constant stream of charters
down to the end of the nineteenth century. One of the recipients of his
favor was the church of Dabra-Eliyas to e discussed in the pages that
follow. As mention has already been made elsewhere in this study, Takla-
Haymanot generally followed the precedent of his illustrious forebear,
Walata-Isra’el, his™ great, gEre_at grandmother in formulating charters,
mcludm% that for Dabra-Eliyas  church.64 Emperor Yohannes was
resgonm le for the first extensive grant to the church in 1874.6 However,
Dabra-Eliyas gained in strength and wealth during the late 1880s when
Takla-Haymanot, lavishly endowed it with extensive lands. Around 320
dabtaras “were_given rim lands.8 The charters for the church aIwaKs
contained provisions for the right to administer and govern the area. The
charter laid on the church officials the responsibility for ensuring order
and peace as well as administering justice in the lands given to it. Under
Yohannes’s charter if the case was beyond the knowledge of the aldga it
would be referred to the court of the king, eghage and the hishop
according to the nature of the case. Criminal justice and religious cases
were to De tried only by the court of Yohannes and the eghage or the

bishop.67

Elowever, all kinds of criminal and religious cases were put within
the competence of the church officials and were settled at the church by
referring to the Fetha Nagast, which was an official and universally
recognized reference for criminal and civil cases by the second charter.
Under Takla-Haymanot’s charter the independence of the court of the
church of Dahra-Eliyas was increased and it was determined that crimes
mcludm? homicide as well as other serious disputes were to be referred to
the court presided by the aldga of the church. Final appeal which was
formerly reserved for the courts of the king and hishops were now
assigned by Takla-Haymanot to Dabra-Eliyas. The king gave it the right
to try all crimes including those reserved for the king, eghage and the
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bishop by the former charter. The church was given the judicial powers to
exercise ‘over its dependents on the same basis that the bishop and the
emperor had earlier exercised. _ _ _
~ The dabtaras had completely appropriated the right of trying all
kinds of civil cases in their rim land and over the people working it; the
28as. They were ?lven such immunities from government interference in
their relation with their zegas, immunities from payment of judgment fees
in cases involving dispute over rim land boundary and other ordinary'
cases. However, they were not immune from the payment of judgment
fees in cases mvoIvmgz theft, adultery, homicide, sambar (serious beating)
and also wurered (bet?).The reference. to quarrels hetween the dabtaras
over the boundary of thrsir respective rim land points to the fact that their
hpldm?s were very specific and individual/9The holders of rim land were
given full powers to decide all cases involving the zegas settled over their
rm lands granted to them to the exclusion of the officials of the church or
the provincial government, except criminal cases, A
N hAn n+c n<ho xpgh
-which literally means that [Hhe dabtaras, with the exception of
cases of homicide, adultery and theft, shall Judﬁe the zegas whom they
settle over their rim and Bota,” T This shows that the dabtaras’ judicial
and administrative powers over the zegas who lived on their lands were
conventional. _ _
Thus the dabtaras, who included noblemen and women, who might
have derived very large parts of their wealth from their rest land enjoyed
on many of their rim lands exactly the same legal privileges as on their
rest land. There is no indication In this land ?rant document about the
nature of the socio-economic relationship between the zegas and the
dabtaras. Likewise no provision is made to protect the zegas against any
possible maltreatment by the landlords. The silence of the charter under
consideration about the socio-economic relationship of the zegas and
dabtaras bears further witness to the complete acceptance by the re?mnal
grovernment of the right of the dabtaras to determine what it should be.
he granting or acquiring of the powers and rights stated above to or .b%/
the dabtaraS over their land and people working over it are on a par wit
manorial or seigniorial rights, Such rl%hts of the dabtaras over the zelgas
together with extensive transference of Peasant property to the control of
povverfull_ individuals led to a condition or tendericy of increasing
manorialism.
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Despite the scattered distribution or nature of rim lands the holding
of certain individuals would undoubtedly make into quite impressive
blocks of land if they were to be consolidated and aggregated together.
Where possible the individual rim owners woul .naturallx prefer
aggregated or consolidated holdings instead ofW|deIY dispersed holdings.

ere are instances of exchange of lands between the dabtaras, though
documents recording such exchanges are far less fre(iuently met. For
example King Takla-Haymanot exchanged his rim land located at Wanga
with the rim land of a certain Abba Ejjiqu found in a Place called
Abbazaj.7. Perhaps there was an mcreasm% tendency towards the
concentration of lands and a possibility of the existence of hosts of
successful concentration of holdings. Among those listed in the charter
receiving rim lands are high profile dignitaries, including from
nelghbonn% regions and those who had died a Ion% time before, like
Dajjazmach Gosu.” Why did Yohannes and Minilek hold plots scattered
throughout the re?lon and why were persons, dead a long time before,
glven rim lands? [t seems that this did not arise mainly from the need to
derive income therefrom, although they could also reward their rim lands
in the region to whom th_e¥ favored So that they would say prayers for
them. It is a?parent that high dignitaries and dead persons were also given
land probably out of resFect and the desire to perpetuate their name as
well as to provide su[npor for their tazkar or memorial services.

In almost literally all of the land charters of this period the names of
certain individuals, particularly those of Lagach and Takla-Haymanot, are
entered. Indeed there was a blatant self-aggrandizement by the acquisition
of rim lands, especially by Takla-Haymanot and his wife. They held
F_arcels of land scattered af intervals over several hundred miles, almost
iterally_ across the entire span of the region.” Many other nobles acquired
many Tim lands here and there in almost all districts of the region. The
king"and his wife derived the income for their material needs from their
rim-holding. Lagach exercised seigniorial authority over a number of
widely dispersed rim lands. She was a lord after her fashion. The
following document is a typical case that illustrates this fact, 74
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crifr n*c AEECA va>*: nttu” a*a

MIl+: 't IWn~NA: ~NUTK jftM >fre:

Emdyte Lagach transferred her gult Lland] in Gorgor
and received it as rim [land], O’oaymg our _ma?abdr%a
0] [wheat] for it. She shall judge and administer. She
judges and the appeal Pudge(} should be the gabaz. If
one is not satisfied with thé decision of the gabaz the
appeaBudge is the Demah Ganat. The appeal Judge
ofthe Demah Ganat is the Fetha Nagast ofthe daber.
The adversary shall have no rlghts in her rim except
in the one-third of his rest [lana]. There is a pactfor
this. It is anathematized "The” community [of the
church] know this.

The size of the rim land in the above document was not perhaps
small. Lagach had the right to take part of the produce of the land and
whatever pertained thereto to her. The charter concluded with the
injunction that the rival or balanfa should not obstruct or interfere with
Lagach over the two-thirds of the land. Balanfa stands for the restannas,
two-thirds of whose former land is now beln% transferred as rim land to
the woman. The charter ruled out the rest rights of the peasants over two-
thirds ot their former land. Here Lagach transferred her secular qult land
into rim land In which she was given large judicial and administrative
rlghts over the two-thirds of the land of the réstannas the only obligation
atfached to the land being the payment of a certain amount of wheat for
the support of Mass. She was given as good as manorial rights over her
land. Besides the lands quoted In this document, her name was entered in
the charter, showing her holding several rim lands. The land being given
for the support of Mass, the gabaz exercised some judicial authorities over
Lagach and matters that came for decision among those under her. Cases
beyond the competence of the gabaz were to be referred to the Demah
Ganat. The ultimate appeal judge of the Demah-Ganat was the Fetha
Nagast, the standard reference book in the period. B -

The gabaz in Dabra-Eliyas derived his power from a heredltar% title
to the administration of lands given in support of the Mass. The charter
ordered that the gahaz should be elected from among men who were hom

116



into the famiIY of Dil-Assama, a fifteenth century founding ancestor. The
first church of Dabra-Eliyas is said to have heen founded by Dil Assama,
who was a man from Shawa who crossed into GOJ*am during the relgn.of
Zara-Ya'eqob (r. 1434-1468).% There is a threat of the imposition of fine
and a threat of curse, which were usually meant to serve as a guarantee for
the loyalty of the restanna to the charter. The mere fact that the charters
had to add the mgunctlon.agalnst e#ectlon might be taken as a witness to
the possibility of the existence of trespass or derogation of the grant.
However, although grant documents were open for contestation there'is no
record of peasant attempts to stop the realization of the charter as a whole.
Perhaps the immunities put barriers against any attempt by the restanna to
oppose the transfer of their land to the dabtara and to seize the land ot one
another. This suggests an interpretation that either there was nothing the
peasant could do about it or that this act of near virtual expropriation was
considered by the peasantry as impossible to stop arising out of the
subordination and helplessness of the peasants. It might also be hecause
the transfer of peasant rest land to the rim holders had become so well
established and a common practice that the peasants recognized the
transfer of their land to the elite as normal. =~ ,
~This charter provided with much consideration for the security and
rights of the peasants’ holding over the remaining one-third of the land. It
uarded the right of the restannas as carefully as those of the dabtaras.
he transfer of extensive land from the restanna to the dabtara would
bring sweeping rearrangements in the structure of the landowning class.
Moreover, it would bring tremendous increase in the personnel owning
land from the church or on hehalf of the church, though the extent of
concentrated holding would probably melt away after some generation of
use. Yohannes’s charter required the balasisso to provide for the feast of
the prophet Eliyas thirty gan of Ealla and three thousand enjgdra as well as
two beef cattle for the feast of Christmas, two beef cattle Tor the feast of
Easter and two beef cattle for the feast of the Assumption of St.Mary. 77 As
in the days of Walata-Isra’el memorial services and banquets as well as
income from funeral services, market levies, appointment and judgment
fees formed useful sources of income and constituted special concerns of
this charter. The amount of Rayment the charter asks for appointment fees
varied with the wealth and the importance of the office as well as with the
rank of the individual holding the office. This was a universal custom.®
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3.2. The Land Grants of the Churches of Amanu’el, Ledata and
Dabra-Galila.

Some charters that are of considerable importance for this study remain to
be discussed. One of such very significant and very intriguing charters is
that of the monaster of Ledata, in the district of Basso. This charter
issued by King TSkla-Haymanot ?Iaced some three villages under its
overall administration. It"orders that peasants would be required to
provide labor for a number of days yearly for cultivating the lands of the
monks or the lands of the peasants which were transferred to the monks.
The charter ordered that the gheqa and one of the officials of the
monastery, the liqarad (the alaga or chief of those vigorous members of
the monastery who were put in charge of working its land) should
o.r([;_anlze and “supervise the peasants in the cultivation of the fand in a
fitting manner or “as the gheqa saw it fit.” The peasants were ordered to
accept the monks as their rulers possessing full powers of administration.
The charter is very vague as to whose land it is referring to. It simply
states that the cultivation of the land is the concern of the'ghega and the
ligarad according to_their discretion and the responsibility of the peasants
who were en?agzed in the actual farming of the land. The charter orders
the peasants fo transfer an unspecified extent of their land to one of the
dependent parish churches of Ledata and to spend a couple of days
providing agricultural labor service.® o _ _

~In the revised charter of the same monastery (this is a point | will
discuss below) there is very definitive evidence that the original charter
obliged the peasantry to transfer part of their holdings to the monaster/.
The original charter was revised after a quarrel between the monks and
the peasants. One of the terms of agreement that led to the reconciliation
of the monks and the restanna was that the latter agreed to meet the land
claims ot the monks by the loayment of the monthlx sHRend of the monks
and annual taxes and agricultural labor services. The phrase that contains
the key point in the revised charter concerning the terms on which it was

%rjobably granted first pronounce, Aa>T cfW?
fT.rtmcD- (DC& 4 s %(DC

2 W o 12 AAE* 9 ff»,al> P4ATl S (i
P*RAAM-" which literally means that “the obligation for the exchange of

the land, the restanna shall give to the monks the annual taxes in gold,
four ounces of gold and alad (?), the monthly stipend of twelve ladan,
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twelve rock-salts for Christmas, sixty rock-salts for [the feast of] the
Assumption of St. Mary, [and ]sixty rock-salts for Easter.”8)

Twice in the document there are words and phrases that say the
restdnna agreed to meet the claims of the monks in land as according to
the Erovmon of the charter by paying the monthly allowance of the
monks, workm% in the agricultural fields of the monks, their annual taxes
and to meet their other labor obligations.& This suggests a possible
existence of an on-going negotiation between self-perceived rights of
restdnna and the church “authorities. It ai)pears from the original charter
that the land tax was erbo, which literally means a quarter of the total
produce, since it is stated that from the produce of the ‘soil the monastery
would get a half erbo the remaining half erbo going to the restannas.
However, erbo as used here appears a theoretical assumption or
abstraction and it 3|mBIy_means that the produce of the land was being
divided on an equal basis between the restannas and the monks. The
charter |mPosed compulsory labor services in which the labor of peasants
was used for production activities on lands directly owned and exploited
by the monks. The monks were themselves engaged in productive
activities and cultivated their fields with their own hands but further
needed to draft labor from the peasantry. If forced labor levied was used
chiefly on agricultural production it took the form of the performance of
cultivation on the estate of monks, called hudad. From these passages it
would seem that forced labor did not usually take the nature of Publlc
works for the benefit of the officials and churches but also and mainly that
of agricultural labor. It was levied per household and consisted of Some
days of labor by the peasantry. It involved the provision of a team of oxen
free on some stipulated days of the year. Probably food was ﬁrowded for
the peasants on the day they provided the service but no other payment
was made to them, Peasants were required to plough, weed and reaﬁ) the
crops of the monks without receiving any compensation on the lands
directly owned and exploited by the monastery.@ _

As aIreadg{ alluded to, the peasants and the monks quarreled and it
was this quarrel that prowded the condition leading to the revision of the
original charter of the monastery. The peasants nanaged to retain their
lands and agreed to meet the land claims of the monks by the payment of
annual taxes, obligatory gifts, etc., as indicated above. The amount of free
agricultural labor service levied on the peasants was increased. Each
peasant household was required to provide free labor, without payment,
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for a couple of days yearly. The revised charter demanded that the
?easants provide free service from seven to ten days each year: one da
or gwelgwalo (the preparation of the land immediately before sowm? ,
one day for ploughing and sowing, one day for weeding, one day for
reaping, one daY for wagaz (the agricultural work of driving cattle,
donkeys and mules round and round over the land beln% planted teff to
level it immediately before sowing), and threshing and transporting the
harvest to the granaries. The charter stipulates that peasants had to provide
these services irrespective of the wealth and the capacity of providing
such a service. Poor peasants who might not even have had the necessary
draught animals were not immune from providing the service of
ploughing. The service of ploughing is made Eer oxen and amounts to
only one-day free labor of a peasant yearly. The wealthy peasants who
mltl;ht_have more than one team of oxen were not obliged to mobilize all
of their team of oxen and hence they were required to provide only a pair
of oxen.8 The threshmgband transporting of the harvest to the granary of
the monks would probably take many _da>{s. Approximately the peasants
%rovlded seven to ten days of free agricultural labor services per annum.
esides the number of days stated the peasants might have been
Performlng free agricultural [abor service whenever required to the effect
hat the land of the monks was ploughed, sowed, tended, harvested,
reaped, and threshed by their corvee labor alone. The monks could levy
tcr?usahl |§ib0r during harvest or sowing or reaping out of the provision of
e Charter.

The charter boldly stated that the restanna should spend their time
according to the order of the monks. This is stated in the charter as
follows “QAK' tiD/hiVE, OHtH" AOQJFA Vil>-"which means “the
peasants are to spend their time as per the orders of the monks.” This
shows that the peasants were instructed to gi]ve obedience to their masters
in everything and they should sFend their time according to the order of
the monks. "The restannas could not transgress or contravene what the
monks ordered them to do. A very heavy fine of fifty ounces of gold
threatened any trans%ressmn of the requlation of the charter. The revised
charter commanded the restannas to regard the monks as in effect their
lords or owners of their labor since it ordered them to obey the monks in
everything. Monks provided seeds and the peasant draught animals,
agricultural implements and the necessary' labor starting from preparing
the land through to the threshing and transporting of the produce to the
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granary of the monks.8 Unlike the labor obligation of the peasants under
other churches discussed elsewhere, those of Ledata were required the
performance of agricultural services every year especially during the
crucial periods of sowing and harvesting. . . .

In-another land charter ﬁeasants were required to provide agricultural
labor services throughout the whole year, at an interval of every two
months. This grant” was made, as usual, by Takla-Haymanot to a
monastery called Makana Qedusan in Gozamin district. In this case the
peasants were not only forced to hand over two-thirds of their land but
also required to repair the church, build houses for the nuns and monks
and provide presents of sheep on the three annual holidays as well as to
plough the land of the monasterY one day every two months.® Peasants
under the monastery of Ledafa were obliged to provide on three
unspecified days milk for the monks and customary payments of food and
drink on certain occasions. The revised charter of Ledata also ordered
artisans (weavers and tannersg to work four days per annum on whatever
the monks ordered them to do.& Unlike labor services provided for the
non-agricultural work the charter specified the number of workdays the
peasants had to spend on the fields of monks, The restdnna would
approximately spend between five to ten days working and _farmmq in the
fields of the” monks. Thou%h the number “of days of agricultural labor
services demanded from the peasantry appears few it could make a
difference to spend even a single day of the peasants working time
particularly during the crucial farming and harvesting periods. Threshing,
winnowing and separating the grain from the chaffand transporting the
produce to the ?lranary of the monks might have required the peasants to
spend three to five days on this obligation alone beyond the number of
days envisaged b?/ the Charter. _

In addition fo the peasants’ liability to perform free labor on a fixed
number of days wger annum for agricultural work peasants were required to
build churches. The extent of the labor obligation Berforme_d in butlding in
nearly every charter is the same. Providing labor services on church
buildings, enclosures, etc. and the payment of presents on the three annual
holidays did represent the total of the 0b|l%at.I0r] of the peasants to the
monks. Free labor services of repairing and building churches, the houses
of officials, and the enclosure walls happened at intervals of several ?/ears.
After the first construction activities the church building and the enclosure
walls may not have needed repair every year. However, when it demanded
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[eEairin% it some times took several Iyears and much money. For example
it took three years to rebuild the enclosure walls of Moja Giyorgis church
and a Iarg}e sum of money for the payment of carPente.rs. This took place
in the 1870s, in the early years of Takla-HSymanot’s reign.§

‘The last two charters remaining which are worth considering and
special interest for the purpose of my study are the charters of the church
of Amanu’el and the monastery of DSbra-Galila, both located in the
district of Machakal which Takla-Haymanot lavishly endowed. Both
charters contain provisions for adjusting the obligations of the peasantry’
to the possible Kinds ot mischance, which are not found frequently in
other charters. Such consideration was made in the event of some
calamity happemng to the Feasants that .serlouslr damaged their economy.
The charter of Dabra-Galila expressed it as fol Qws e AR L0

Wav)_. : a
a/ Tirl- - Mvifv n«AS'y oo /" jertV flrtPA: Qilt-AT" ah")
9°KC ftu'il(D > ACna)--> n<V(Ai i The rough rendering of this
i “The king TakIa-Haymz;mot;1 has ordered that on the occasion of bad
timesfthe peasants and ‘office holdersj should only pay half of the total
appointment  fees and the dueS for the” support of Mass
assessed%jetermmed whilst there was ox [and Jin times of prosperity. He
says it [the peasants] were short of paying halfof the original assessment
in good times] they are supposed to pay a quarter of the produce of the
and [in bad tlmesi" 8 The existence 0f such injunctions though very
rarely and at least in some of the charters itself are indications of the
concern for the well beln? of the peasantry. The first of the two 7qrants was
issued for Galila during the reign of emperor Yohannes, in 1874, A total
ot eighty-four monks and cIerPymen_ as well as hosts of noblemen and
women were settled over the [and given to the monastery. This charter
grants |mmun|t¥) to the restanna from payment in bad years of the full
ues lor the abbot of the monastery on the occasion of his appointment
and the payment of wheat for the support of Mass. The charter prohibited
officials from demanding the full dues which the peasantiy had to pay in
normal years. However, the charter did not necessarily confer immunity
upon the peasants from all taxes but it implies a mltl?atlon of the taxes in
bad times. The charter states that if some natural calamity destroyed the
necessary draught animals or oxen, the peasantry would pay half the
amount of the original assessment of the dues and obligations demanded
in times ot prosperity.® To demand the full dues in bad years would have
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amounted to squeezing peasants to the last limit. This would suggest that
there have been some attempts made to adjust tribute and taxes demanded
from the peasants and to set maximum limitation on the rate of taxes in
times of calamity. This is indeed a very good bar against exploitation of
the peasants to the last de%ree without regard to their well be!n?. _
The land charter of Amanu’el_church is of great interest. It is
probably the last charter issued by Takla-Haymanot. It was granted in
1899.The charter Prowdes additional evidence about the existence of
some concern for the well-being of the peasantry in some areas, if not
elsewhere too. The charter offers further evidence to the argument that
church qult land was essentially a right to the soil rather than a right to
tribute. The division of the land was on the basis of two-thirds for the
dabtara and one-third for the restanna. It is stated in this grant document
that the charter was drawn on the model of the charter o Dabra-Mar(ios
church and ultimately on the model of Mota Glgorgls church. One of the
most |m[)ortant indications of the right of the dabtaras in the soil was that
the charter states that if the dabtaras and the restannas quarrel over land
the judge would be the ?heqa, ~ HAGAM 0 fINA
V'M' @D hhh"CD" J&&CAA-" which literally means; [tJhe case
arlsmg out of dispute over land between the dabtaras and the Testannas
shall be heard by the gheqa and it shall be referred to [the appeal judge],
the alaga." The payment of the ghega-magarafya was made a charge
upon the restannas. The charter exempted the ﬂeasantry who were made
to support Mass, candle and incense from the payment of their full
obll(‘;atlon. Moreover those villagers who were given as the ya-alaga
ams efya agar (one-fifth of the alaqa land) were exempted the payment of
their full dues If their economic standing could not allow them to meet the
demands of the church officials for any reason as the evidence of the
following lines from the charter show Al
£H)T AAcd) M+c* 2h%. dCO J&AT; IfFAVENSTE
ACM; 7aK”9 The assessment of the dues and obligation of the
peasants occupying the land given for the support of Mass was partly
made in cash and partly made in wheat. Here the charter exempted the
peasants from the ‘pa ment of the tax in ghaw (salt bar) and allowed them
10 retain a third of the total amount of the dues originally assessed. The
exigencies, which could lead for such a consideration, are not stated. The
charter simply states that special exemptions from the payment of the total
taxes and dues should be given for peasants on the ‘grounds of their
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mabllltf to pay. Presumably calamities both natural like the Kefu~gan
(1888-1892) and artificial and independent of the cultivator could lead to
the reconsideration of the original assessment. Whether the church
officials would be able to demand retroactively the dues and taxes missed
after the passing of the difficult times or not can not be known.

Like in many other charters King Takla-Haymanot is the greatest
beneficiary from both grants. Besides receiving rim lands he concentrated
the office” of gebezzena on three individuals one of whom was himself.
The office was to rotate among the three restannas. Moreover, the king
made himself the overall administrator and the supreme appeal judge for
the monastery of Galila. The office of ghega was given to individuals
bearing high” titles like fitawrari. The klng was probably the biggest
landlord in the region in the period under stud?/_. He  concentrated
extensive land under the cover of rim and the office of gebbezena.q
However, it would probably be unfair or a misrepresentation to suggest
that the king was inconsiderate of the weil-being of the peasants.” The
extent to which he felt responsible to the well-being of the peasantrY IS
vividly evidenced in the two charters discussed above. The mere fact of
taking' into consideration the paylng capacity of peasants entered in some
of the charters he issued shows the existence of some concern for the
well-being of the peasantry and is a fine testament to the fact that he was a
realistic ruler. _ _ _

The discussion above and in the preceding chapters shed great light
on our understanding of the nature and the scope of the right of social
elites with regard to land and the land tenure system. The study is based
on original and primary documents which have not so far been used.
Zegendt which is extensively discussed in this study suggests the
inadequacy of our knowledge n certain fields such as class and the land
tenure system. The discussion about this institution points to_its hl%h
importance in the local social structures of Eastern Gojjam. From the
for?omg one important consequence of this institution "on land tenure
system s self-evident. As we have seen rim land was held individually
and exclusively. The beneficiaries of rim land had also the right to transfer
their land through various means of conveyance including sale. Thus one
concomitant result of the institution of Zegendt is the development of
Prlvate property and a very vigorous trade in land. Therefore, in addition
0 the tremendous increase in the amount of church land brought about by
the Takla-Haymanot there had been a not inconsiderable private and
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voluntary transfer or grants of land to churches and monasteries in this
period. Side by side with property transfer to institutions there was a great
number of property transactions horizontally among individuals. Such a
focus of interest would surely be important and the next chapter is
devoted to a discussion of the mechanism of property transfer and to
exploring the motives of individuals in adopting certain modes of transfer.
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Crummey, Land and Societypp.212-214, Bizualem Birhane, “Adal
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Ababa University, 1997)|\,j)p.9-14. _ o

Bahru Zewde, A Modem History of EthloplaéLond_on: James
Curry, 1990),p.48 Bizualem ,p.52, Crummey, Land an SOCIety,gp.ZlZ
214," Richara Caulk, “ Religion and the State in Nineteenth” Century
Ethiopia” in Journal of Ethiopian Studies. 10.no. 1(1972Vpp.23-36 There
had been a very bitter rellﬁl_ous controversy between the b|(? monasteries
in Eastern Gojjam over relgion. MarpJla-Maryam, Mofa and” Dabra-War
were Qebat protagonists whereas Dima GIKOf s was the bastion 0
|I/|£Wah 0 Halt%tamu, “A Short History of the Monastery of Martula-

aryam,” p. 15. ) _
3Ta%la—|yasus, “Ya Gogjam Tarik” pp.] L-]13. _
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CHAPTER FOUR

PROPERTY AND MODES OF PROPERTY TRANSFER:
bl\lllel\A/\Il\lDDUAL RIGHTS AND THE COMMERCIALIZATION

4.1 Property and the Making of Property Documents

Before passing into interna] information contained in the property
documents, the question why and how they were written merits an equal
interest, as this would allow us to address the larger issue of the concern
and purpose of property transfer. The writing of property documents
seems to be a result of specific historical processes. The period when
?roperty documents first come into common use and the use QfoItInﬁ
or business dealings in land and other Property can not be fixed wit
absolute certainty.1Generally, however, the earliest ?ropert?( documents
in Eastern Gojjam date from the second half of the 18t century.
Presumably when land acquired a negotiable value it led into a market
in land and it was this Froperty transaction through sale that apparently
called for a careful system ofrecording. Thus the need for registration
or record of propertY transaction seems to have arisen with the
commercialization of fand. Though it is very difficult to recapture the
modes of operation of the traditional means of recording of land
transactions before the literate habit of recordmg transfer was
established, it seems that it was not able to cope with the conditions
created by the wgorous trade in land and other properties. It is apparent
2&5 trade in land made it imperative to register business dealings in
There seems to have been a number of other factors at work behind
the keeping of records. The record of land transactions could also be
considered as a response to political conditions. The practice of buyin
and selling land started in earnest in the period known as the Era o
Princes. The period was marred by incessant military conflicts.2 The
unsettled political conditions of the period together with the growing
importance of money as the operative medium to acquire land ftitle,
which brought in its wake a new departure from the preexisting mode of
access 1o land aPparentIy, led to a confusion and proliferation in land
titles. This in turn presumably rendered the traditional modes of
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recording transfers and deeds insufficient and unreliable. Therefore oral
media ((\J[VIIHESS) could not afford security of tenure in a period
characterized by incessant political and military disturbances. The
acgmsmon of land through purchase ml?_h.t have created many op_enln%s
and causes for a flourishing of land |t|gat|ons and it was with the
puré)ose of securing validity to purchased land that documents were
made.
~Some documents bear definite evidence from which we can draw
firm conclusions about the salient features, which will enable us to
understand the factors and ﬁrlnmples underlylng the making of records,
Churches and monasteries had a well developed system or arrangement
for recording property dealings in land and other forms of property so as
to avoid contusion or conflicts of interests and reduce the scope of
litigations. Charters laid down conditions and _inserted clauses
requlating the registration of deeds and transactions.3The administrative
hand hook of Dabra Warq also contains regulations suggestive of the
provisions often contained in the charters and other church documents
concerning the re?lstratlon.o.f_deeds. It is stated in this manual that any
important disposal or acquisition by inheritance or purchase would not
be valid unless and otherwise supervised by the magabi and another
official of the church called ambaras (lit. head or guardian of an amba
but its meaning in this context | have not been able to establish) and
properly registered in the central registry of the church. Anyone could
apply to register his or her dealings in land and his/her name would, on
his or her application, be registered as owner upon the payment of one
rock-salt as registration fee to the two officials, and as a remuneration
for their service of putting boundary marks on the land which was the
object of the transaction. Any important disposal by sale or inheritance
would be registered in the central registry and the rule required the
presence of the abbot and the officials upon payment of the necessary
registration fee. Proper registration conferred” upon the transacting
parties Va|IdItY of the deed, which it would not otherwise have had. Any
disposal would not have validity and could not be recorded in the
register of deeds without the presence of the abbot and the officials of
the monastery. This explains why land transaction was commonly
committed to wrltln%.4 N _ _

It seems that the presence of church officials was an imperative
need in particular. Indeed there is no extant document which does not
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invoke and bear the name of church officials.5This wes done probably
to attain publicity and further validity to the transaction. All the
witnesses and guarantors would give a certain degree of additional
security and validity for the transaction in case of any adverse claim. In
other words those present during the event to observe the transaction
would be called upon by the court to bear witness to the validity of the
document on the occasion of land dispute. However, the presence of
witnesses alone could not guarantee security indefinitely and hence the
need to put down in writing the transaction. = _
Any person at any time including a Iong time after the transaction
had taken place could ask for and get'granted the permission of church
officials or the regional lord for his land transaction to be placed on the
register. There are tan?lble proofs_for this. One of the most interestin
classes of such cases took place in 1899 when Le{ §amru Asagehanf
(whom we will meet towards the end of this chapter) Flead.ed or the
registration of his land transactions in Dabra-Margos to King Takla-
Haymanot. $amru and his father Batambaras Asagehann were actlveIK
engaged in the land market from the early decades of the nineteentf
century to the end of the century at MSrpila-Maryam and all of their
roperty dealln?s were recorded in the different folios ofthe_Reﬁlstry of
eeds ‘at Marfula-Maryam. $amru demanded that all his oIdlngs
acquired through purchase and other means be recorded in Dabr
Marqos too. And all of it was recorded accordingly by the permission of
the .kln% in a manuscript of Dabra-Marqos called Giyorgis Walda Amid
éfollo 91?.6A_nother classic example is the will of TVayzdro Sehin,
aughter of Dajjazmach Ayo (governor of Bagemder during the reign of
fyasu U).This will is recorded In Martula-Maryam, Qaranyo Madehane-
Alam and Mota Giyorgis/ The recording of titles and land transactions
served an important function by promoting a sense of security and
reducing the scope of litigation. Purchasers ordered the careful
recording of their property d_ealln%s in different places so as to reduce
the incidence of the destruction of evidence and insure the security of
their title to a purchased property by denYlng any accidental or other
destructive occurrence providing loopholes for™ an adverse claim.8
Therefore, the practice of recor_dlngz transactions in many places at the
same time was aimed at increasing the chance of the preservation of the
documents so that the purchaser could use them as a proof or a
reference in any future dispute to counter an adverse claim.
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In some areas fraudulent documents were registered. One such
outstanding fraudulent document involving persons who bore high titles
was discovered durlng the reign of Kln(}; akla-Haymanot in a place
called Dawaro around the monastery of Dabra-Warg. The case was
referred to the court of Takla-Haymanot and the fraudulent document
was deleted after serious court investigation.) Several documents were
also deleted in other areas following similar procedures or _b% the
decision of the court.1 In some instances it seems that to cope with and
to avoid the problem of the registration of some defective documents
transacting parties were asked in Martula-Maryam to apply for
registration to government reBresentatl\(es and get the S|Pnature or the
seal of the government body before their transaction could be recorded
in the Register of Deeds. Moreover oral testaments could also be
registered after the confirmation of their validity by the father confessor.
Some oral testaments that took place at moments of death were
subsequently included into the Register of Deeds upon the application
of individuals and only after the confirmation of their authenticity. Two
oral testaments were recorded in the Registry ten and nine years after
they were made on the approval of the father confessor and other people
V'\\/IlhO WereI called upon to act as witnesses at the event in Martula-

aryam.I'

YThe charter of Dabra-Eliyas too bears a provision which states that
any important disposal of residential sites by sale and registration of deeds
could take place upon the authorization and knowledge of church
officials.15 King Takla-Haymanot appointed a certain alaga Tagann as
chief registrar of deeds for the church of Dabra-Marqos. Tagann was

iven rim land to remunerate him for his services. As chie relglstrar
agann was entrusted with the control and supervision of all land
registrations. It is stipulated in the charter of Dabra-Margos church that
the office was created for the express purpose of recording land
transactions involving the dabtara and others and for a careful inventory
of church properties.} In the influential charter of Walata-Isra’el, there is
also a clause re?ulatlnﬁ the registration of transactions. All the dabtara
were exempted from the payment of registration fees. Other transacting
parties were required to pay a registration fee and a certain part of the
revenue collected from such sources was used to remunerate the
subordinate official or assistant of the principal gahaz of the church.1l
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There is a tangible piece of evidence in the charter of Dabra-Marqos
that the Register was used as a reference for solving litigations or an
dealings in prop_ert%. It is noted in the charter that the MazgSh (Reg_lstr%/%
should™ be kept in the treasury and anybody had the right to search in the
registry for any registered document or any information on matters which
required the evidence of the Registry. However, by no means could it be
taken out of the churchyard for the Rurpose of reference to settle any
dispute.b According to”informants the Mofa re%lstry was not bound
together since there were man aﬁpllcants for the right of search of
documents each day. Everybody had to pay some fee for searching
recorded documents in the” registry. To serve as many individuals as
possible at a time the register was  divided into many quires containing
different number of foliosI This is exquisitely suggestive of the fact that
the systems of tenure did not only envisage the transference of land by
sale or other means but also that when possession was contested the
population used those property registries to settle disputes.

4.2 Modes and Factors of Property Transaction

4.2.1 Sale and Redeemobility of Land

| am principally concerned with analyzing and identifying the factors
which determined the modes of property transfer. Moreover, the nature of
the property right involving_land will ‘be defined with reference to the
mode of property transfer. The discussion in this chapter is essentially
based on two original manuscripts c_onta_lnlngf mmense% important
propert¥ documents. One of the manuscripts is called Dagiga Nabeyat (lit.
means the Minor Prophets) and also known as Yawel-Mazgab (f egister
of Deeds) found at Marfula-Maryam. The second manuscript is found in
the treasury of Moja GIyQF?IS church. There it is called Mazgab and is not
bound together. The Register of Deeds at Marfula-Maryam 1s inventoried
as Gl-1V-16 by the MIHISU% of Culture. The writer has reproduced this
manuscript. It measures 27x38cm. It has 264 folios. The first three folios
and folios 193recto through to folio264verso are all property dealln?s.
The margins of other folios are also covered with property documents,
The bin mE? is of red leather on wooden hboards and in" a distressed
condition. Both manuscripts have highly developed marginalia recordin

many forms of land transactions ranging from will” to charters o

134



manumission, sales to gifts, inheritance to |It|?a'[I0nS and many other
historical notes. Taken together the manuscripts form a useful treasure of
many strands of customs with regard to property of all sorts. The second
thing that makes these manuscripts exceptional is their volume. Many
important documents are written in almost every important margin of
these manuscripts. The folios are additions made at different times. In
both the Registry of Deeds and the Mazgab of Mota the quires are
irreqular and the folios have different size and quality. The distance
between the lines and the number of columns on each folio likewise differ
in spacing. The Mazgab has five hundred folios and most of them measure
appro.mma_telf 40cm X 40cm. | have copied the land transactions
contained in the 350 folios.B . _
The property registers describe the names of the transacting parties
the witnesses, the prices of the Propertles transacted, etc. They also recor
the location of the land being transacted in the framework of its locality
and after the early decades of the twentieth century the specific date,
month and year on which the transaction took place are also given. From
the standpoint of the Martula-Marram and Mota documents sale, gifts,
wills, inheritance-related bequeathals involving adoptions, inheritance and
litigations were the major methods of acquiring or reIm?mshlng of
proPer(tjy rights. Below are given the main features of three of the modes
of land” transaction. Although a full ran(\;_e of the properti/ dealings are
recorded a good Percentage of the transactions belong to sales of land and
titles to land. Sales of land have been going on for over three centuries
and land transactions or transfers occasioned by sale had preponderance
than those by way of gifts, wills, etc.9 o .
A very vigorous trade in agricultural land, residential or building
sites and rural lands and houses together with gardens started in the towns
in the mid- 18h centur%/. and contmued,throu% to the 19 century. Land
sale attained a very high degree of intensity in the 20h century. The
necessary conditions for the development of a particular kind of market in
land were the result of quite specific historical processes. What factors or
combination of factors Produced the Fractlce of buying and selling of
land? Crummey asserts that the revival of trade and ‘the”attendant urban
growth of many towns along the trade routes made land around towns
vegy dear. Thisin turn produced the J)ractlce of buying and sellln? land
and other properties. The country had a strong commercial contact with
Sennar, its northwestern neighbor, and the Red Sea area in the period
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under study. He further asserts that the growm% ms_ecurlt?/ of life in the
period (late 18h and 19t centuries) increased the importance of towns
with churches, which served as sanctuaries.) | do not have a priori
objection to the point that urban growth was a useful source of wealth for
landowners who gained cash through outrlght sale of residential sites.
However, although Crummey speaks about the strong commercial link or
activity between the Red Sea region and Ethiopia the custom of
transferring land throuPh sale was neither adopted as a result of foreign
influence nor was it solely a consequence of the revival of trade. To begin
with Martula—Mar?]/am where land transaction through sale had heen gomg
on at least since the second half of the 18k century right through to 197

was not located along the major trade route in the period under study. It
was found very far away from it. Secondly nobody took refuge in the
mlongstet len times of difficulty and once during the Era of Princes it was
plundered. _ _

The custom of transferring land through sale was induced by many
complicated factors. Thus as a complement to Crummez_’s argument it is
necessary to examine the possibility of other factors working behind sales.
| believe that the eighteenth century _brou%ht a new definition of property
rights in, land. The necessary conditions that led for the creation of the
market in land were individual proprietary right and what mlgiht be
considered its corollary or concomitant, the right of free disposal. The
category of land that we find in most of the documents recording
transaction is rim land though rest land transfer is to be met frequently. As
we have seen extensively in the previous chapters rim land was  held
mdm_duallK and exclusively. Thus just as zegenat was instituted for
fulfilling the special needs of the social elites and possibly caused by
other socio-economic exigencies, land transaction was thus occasioned by
certain conditions and to meet the demands of elites. Land sale was a
response to a new trend in the growing commercial outlook of land and
the presence of the absolute freédom oT disposal, which, | believe, lay at
the root of all business dealings in land2 The emergence of individual
proprietary rights, the acquisition of negotiable value by land, the full
recognition of the right of transferring land for cash and economic forces
that might for long have heen at work were some of the factors behind the
transfer of right through sale. ' o

It is logical to assume that under normal circumstances individuals
would be disinclined to give up land , particularly rest land, willingly by
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sale unless sufficient conditions that warranted transfer by sale existed. In
a not inconsiderable number of cases property was transferred because of
the helplessly poor conditions of many individuals, as we will see below.
Thus I'have delineated the following factors that led men to choose sale as
a means of transfer. Sale could take place a) when the market was good b)
when the necessity to raise money to meet social and economic
obligations arose cg utter desperation of individuals due to natural or
artificial calamities like famine and pillage and last but not least and
related to the third reason is d) crushing debt. Each of these factors will be
discussed in their proper place in the Bages that follow.

~ Many documents of the 19 century often acknowledge the
W|desBread existence of Iar?e credit extended to many individuals and
their bankruptcy because of burdens of debt. There are many reliable
documents which show us that due to severe debts many individuals were
left with no choice save to resort to the sad fate of transferring their land
and residential houses to their creditors. This conclusion is supported by
many documents, as we shall see in the pages below.Z It is apparent that
the worst case of loss to many people usually occurred In times of
difficulty occasioned by some natural or man-made calamities, The
desperately poor state of many people resulted in the dispossession of
their ancestral _heritage, including rest land in many instances, through
sale and debt. That this was true throughout the nineteenth century is very
easy to show since it is attested by many documents. Individuals who
were forced to sell parcels of their residential sites and lands due to their
helplessly poor conditions in times of difficulties usually made a
desperate attempt to regain their land after the passing of the bad times.
This explains much of the instability in some places particularly in the
Mota area. The problem of land litigation in Mofa was so serious and such
a threat to civil peace that King Takla-Haymanot was forced to intervene
by writing a letter to the church authorities of Mota ordering them to take
measure So as to reduce the scope of I|t|(_1at|on. Consider the evidence of
the following lines from a letter of Takla-Haymanot to the officials of
Mota Giyorgis church which provides a very fine examzale on the
existence of Sale induced by the deep poverty of many people.
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This letter is sentfrom King Takla-Haymanot, son of
Saint Mark the Evangelist, “Orthodox in_his rehrqlon.
May it reach to Malakd-Gdnat Aldga Gabra-Eliyas
and] the community [of Mola], How haveyou been?

thanks to God, am well. | decfare, that [you] stick to
the old custom, in accordance to the practice during
the time of Wdldta-sra#l, Let the sellmﬁ or holding
of bota or rim be determined in the baher dabdabe
(the Central Registry of the church). To this effect
reissue the ancient decree. Why do you adjudicate
over cases when a person sells in bad times and use
the moneéyl* and reclaims in better times? As of now
et the transaction remain binding. Do not allow
litigation to proceed in such cases.

~ The letter attemRts_to requlate litigation. It also testifies that bad
times brought about the impoverishment of individuals which in turn led
to important business dealings in land. In such circumstances individuals
would be ready to make their land available to pass through sale to distant
kinsmen or snnRIy to the highest bidder who ml?ht not have any blood
relationship with ‘the vendor at all. The letter allows such a confident
statement on the presence of frequent sales induced by bad times. We
have records of serious droughts durmlg the governorship of Dajjach
Tadla Gwalu g.1854-1867)5 and the well'known Great Ethiopian Famine
(1889-1892). Such natural disasters as famines undoubtedly left people in
a hoPeIess impasse and landowners would have no alternative save to
transfer whatever property they had through sale to individuals who might
have little or no connection with the land whatsoever so as to survive the
disaster. It would seem from the evidence of this document that land
transactions in bad times did not decline from the level of sale in
prosperous times. Indeed buyers could be encouraged to act by dramatic
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decrease in the selling price of land during such tr¥|ng days as the Kefu-
Qan, which would provide a golden opportu.th or buymg land. Thus
instead of a fall in the volume of transactions in the land market bad times
could spur an active trade in land and this can explain the reason why the
trade in land was active throughout the nineteenth century, since bad
times were frequent occurrences in this century. Thus many people were
faced with acute debt pressure in bad times or shortly afterwards and the
most important motive for selling land might be the need to clear debts.
From the consideration of the above document, it is easy to argue, that
vendors were motivated to sell part of their land to clear debts of even to
survive. Many lands were perhaps offered for buyers during bad times.
Indeed to find a buyer was perhaps a very rare opportunity during the
Kefu-Qan given the scale of the famine.” It was with the purpose of
mitigating the flourishing land dispute that brought a considerable burden
on the judiciary and the concern for ﬁubllc order that induced Takla-
Haymanot to write the letter to the church officials of Mola Giyorgis
or er{/r\llg them to take measures.®
e can deduce from the evidence of the above letter that
transactions in land through sale could not always be redeemed. Whether
land transferred through sale would be reversed or not was determined by
the terms of agreement mgned by the Rartles involved in the transaction.
In other words when land was Sold the seller did not retain a right of
redemption whether at its original Prlce or an}/_ price unless and otherwise
there was a provision to reverse the transaction. The original owner of
land could lose his/her land permanently unless the purchaser was willing
to resell the land back to the original owner. The holding of the new
owner of the land could be either on the basis of terminable privilege or
p[erman_ent, depending on the agreement between the transacting parties.
he orlFmaI owner or his close kinsmen had the right to repurchase any
land sold if the purchaser happened to be willing to resell it. It is clear
from the above evidence that many people who sold their land durlng the
Kefu-Qan were determined and perhaps did as much as they could do to
regain their land lost through sale by repurchase.Z/ The deed of land
transaction was very binding though it was open for contestation and
disputation. What all this mean is that the rigor and working of the
.customaq/ rule of property transfer might be tempered and even be
ignored altogether according to the specific exigencies of the time.2
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_ Sitting in judgment over land disputes seems to have been a ver%
fruitful source ‘of revenue for church officials. For that reason churc

official in Mota seems to have been read){ to be judges in disregard of the
provision of the charter of Walata-Isra’el. This was mainly because they
wanted to collect money from the proceeds ofjustice.® In'the manual for
the officials of the monastery ot Dabra-Warg, church officials were
allowed to inflict or impose a fee of four rock-salts for judgment if the
case was land dispute and if the plaintiff referred the case to top officials
without respect to the hierarchy of courts. Everybody was ready to sit in
judgment over land and other disputes.QThe officials of the church seem
to have introduced some detrimental innovations which might have
brouPh_t some insecurity with regard to Pur_chased land contrary to the rule
requlating land transactions through sale in the charter of Walata-lsra’el.
This was aimed, as mentioned above, at collecting Judgiment fees. The
king ordered the officials to stick to the practice of the old days as in the
days of Walata-Isra’el and demanded that the church officials issue a
decree to this effect. Thus purchasers enjoyed a real security of tenure of
the purchased land and the practice in the majority of the areas seems that
the purchaser retained the purchased land permanently. The king ordered
that to. avoid prevalllngn confusion, which land transaction through sale
could immensely contribute, every sale document should be entered into
the baher-dabdabe, i.e. the Central Registry which was intended to give
validity to the transaction.dl Let us see the extent to which the evidence in
the lefter of_TakIa-HaTymath can be supplemented by other documents.
Let us consider the following class of cases contained in the Central

Register of Moja Giyorgis.2
Document L
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During the tenure of office of Mdlakasaldm Kinfa-
Mikakl and Alaga Walda-Giyorgis.the grand
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daughter ofYared Kabte.Engedaya, having borrowed
and” consumed four derebgunl_t of measurement of
grain)...and eight dereb teff including three rock-
salts, [and] saying she has nothing [to pay], sold her
bota and rest [land] to Phe creditor] blatta Fanta.
The quarant.or Is Nordh Tasald. The witnesses [many
people are listed].

Document 2: il M oh&inCl
m xrc'llcp}* u&fc a£( Iw&ih
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During the tenure of office of Malakdsdlam Kinfa-
Mika®l and Alaga Walda-Giyorgis the son of
Kidana-Maryam, aw-Agamdhu, having horrowed
and consumed ten dereb tefffrom Adgah Walda-
Glgorgls, and since he has nothing to repay [his
debt],” the [debtor] gquarantor sold all of ‘the
remalnm% halfofthe land, the [other haIfA formerly
bought Dy Dasta Yat-Noro, Tor Adgah Walda-
G]Yorgls. The_?uarantor s Dblatta “Ayala. The
witnesses are [list ofmany people]

Document 3:
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During the tenure of office of l\_/ldlakasa1am Kinfa-
Mika®l and Alaga Walda-Giyorgis , [Agafari
Asagehanh] won the case involving the theft ofthree
ofhis donkeys by the decision of thejudges, The hota
and the rimTlands] of the [thief] Barew Kidanu are
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transferred by his daughter to Ag_afari Asagehann,
since herfather had es¢aped breaking Phe prison?].
The witnessesfor this (list o fmany people]

These are some classic and extant documents on the transaction of
Property as the result of debts incurred during the great famine and to
quidate debts. Usually the land transferred in this way is depicted as a
kind of freehold property. In the cases of documents one and two, land
was acquired by the new owners because of the failure of the original
holders to repay the dept incurred. We can make the following
observation fromthe documents quoted above. A desperately weak ﬁ_erson
who is considerably indebted could sell and pass on to the creditor his/her
land. There is no mention of the debtors consulting their kinsmen while
transferring their land through sale to creditors. Nor is there any provision
for redeeming the land through [payment of the debt by the debtors.33 This
shows that the owner when selling his land may act on his own without
obtaining the consent of or even consulting an%/ person with a strong stake
in the land. This in turn is a fine testament to the fact that cash might have
been fuIIY_ as important as the right of birth as a mechanism for acquiring
and of re mqmshm land aIthou?h birthright remained the most important
mechanism for establishing holding. ~— ~ _ .

There is an explicit mention of the time when dehbt was incurred in
the case of the first document. The debtor, Engedaya, borrowed grain and
three rock-salts during the famine Kefu-Qarl) when people were reduced
to the worst level of misery and poverty. The person in the second
document was also unable fo repay his debt, incurred most probably
during the Kefu-Qdn since the transaction took place during the tenure of
office of the same officials. That the two persons were desperately poor
can be inferred from the fact that they were not able to pay the debt of
some quant|t>{ of %[aln and in the case of the first documentllncludln%
three rock-salts which would have been very easy to repay in norma
years, The resort to surrendering rest land and bota for liquidating or
Clearing up old debts is another testimony to the abject poverty of the
debtor because the sale of rest for reasons of deb ml?ht have been
considered as a slight on honor by the society. The reason Tor the transfer
of land in the case of the third document is slightly different. The person
was sued for stealln%_thre_e donkeys and after mvestl%atlon the court
decided to transfer his rim landS and residential site. The person
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apparently broke out of prison and escaped for which reason his daughter
transferred the properties stated above on behalf of her father; since she
had no other means to pay his liabilities.3As indicated above none of the
land transactions above provides a redeemable pledge. We can infer from
these instances that land which was lost to strangers (non-relatives)
through debt constraints would not be regained by the repayment of the
debt and the debtors seem to have accepted the reality of the Permanent
surrender of their lands since there is no provision in the transaction above
as to whether the land right would be reacquired again by the former
holders by the repayment of the debt. _

Engedaya who was substantially indebted and as in the case of Saw-
Agannahu had to resort to seIImgWand for payment of old debts she had
contracted during the Kefu-Qdn. We leam that the transaction took place
durlngi or shortly after the Kefu-Qdn since she had not ?]/et recuperated
from the famine to pay her old debt without resorth to the surrenderm(ﬁz
of her rest land. What all this means is that personal bankruptcy throug
debt and forced sales for liquidating old debts probably made for much
more of the land transactions than the need for obtaining cash throughout
much of the nineteenth and the early decades of the next century. The
motive of individuals selling land is not usually stated or known from the
documents recording such transfers. Though the reasons for the transfer of
land in the great majority of land sale documents is not stated, we can
assume that there was the widespread existence of financial constraints
and dee‘p povert sﬂenth. working behind those land transactions the
reasons for transfers of which are not stated/3A forced transfer of land to
a stranger might have meant permanent loss unless and otherwise a
special provision or terms of agreement at the time of transfer were made
for the return of the land to its original holder on the repayment of the
debt, irrespective of the consent and aEprovaI of kinsmen.

It is Impossible, however, to make a complete analysis of the nature
of forced sale from details given in the above documents only. Hence the
need for considering more cases, Personal ruin in debt and forced
transfers of pro ert¥ indeed R/]rollferated in the twentieth century. The
Register of Deeds ot Martula-Maryam is full of many forced transfers of
land and residential sites. There  are also many documents recordmg
inheritance-related bequeathals, which are drawn both as sale an
bequeathal and mortgage notes because of debt. This fact testifies that
forced sale was a frequent occurrence in many areas. In Marjula-Maryam
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many people died in debt and creditors sued the children of the debtors.
C(])n3| er the foIIowm? examples found here and there in the different

folios of the Register of Deeds.d
Document I:
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Mar am Ayala Qesa-Gdhaz Hayld -Maryam Sefotaw
and %abl Jerundh Enﬁeda Afo Bdlachaw Wubdtu

equeathed [portion of] his rest holding which
gegcenéedfro thefoundling father Basse, | gcated%n

Yehesana Maryam. to the east of Yebalfal Ababat
land, west of Damisse Taragdhn land, to Yebalfal
Ababa due to the debt of89 birr which he could ot
tepay. If the relations of Ato Bdlachaw demand to
redeem the rest [land held for debt], Ato. Yebalfal
Yvoud é%aXe the land upon re<|:e|vmg his money
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During the tenure of office of Mamher Filatawos,
esa-Gabaz Feinta Seyoum and Magabi Feinta
ngeda, Ayala Ddrsdh died after borrowln%_SG birr

from Magabi Fanta Engeda and twenty six birrfrom
Balambaras Gdssasa and Gedeyalaw Jaga, [and
since Ayala Ddrsdh had no heir; ,heEFa_nta Enqeda
have inherited his(Ayala'k) land in Esfifanos. 1f an
inheritor is to befound Magabi Fanta Engeda would
give back the land on condition of receiving his
money. (232v)

Document 3:
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During the reign of Ras Gugsa [and] Ras Marya,
while “Ressa-Re'usan  Gabrd-Hiwot “Kidanu was
appointed Re'esa-Re'usan [he borrowed] Fitawrari

wangul’ money and died in debt. His children were
sued and taken ‘to the court presided by Mamher
Binor, Qesa-Gabaz Mastdsalem and Magabi Wddaji
and [since the payment ofthe debt] made in cattle is
too many and the children havmg nothing to repay
they gave their bota in Gerabet, by “swearing.
Fitawrari_Gwangul gave this (the hota) to his
daughter Eliyas Jayitu. (198v)

All the three documents provide further confirmation that land could
be seized for debts incurred to creditors and even years after the death of
the debtors. When forced transfers occurred there was usually the
stipulation made safequarding the new owner from interference by heirs
or relatives of the debtor. In the case of the two documents the seller
retained a right of redemption at its original price. This means that the
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new holder’s right in the land was only on the hasis of terminable
pnwlege since the document acknowlequd_ that kinsmen had the right to
repurchase the land lost through debt. This evokes the view that” land
disposed by sale for whatever reason was subject to a rlght of redemption
by the relative of the vendor. If the debt is not repaid, however, the land
remained as land alienated because of debt. However, the huge percentage
of the forced land transactions including all the above transactions did not
mention reversion to the original owner or his relatives. In only two rare
instances, folio231r and_folio248v do we find the right of redeemable
pledges of land at work.3/ . N

_ Having nothing to pay, according to the decision of the court, the
children of Re’esa- Re'usan Gabra-Hiwot, surrendered their bota for
liquidating old debts which their father had contracted, And all of the
debtors in'the documents cited above did not have any choice but the sad
fate of surrendering their landed property. All of the lands and the bota in
the case of document three come into the holding of the new owners
Hwerk?tu%h debt though there is possibility of redeeming the land lost through

~In one outstanding case a certain Ayalew Bogala had to pass “all of
his father s éBngﬂa Anbaw’s) land" t0 his creditor called Grazmach
AlamayShu Birru for incurring a debt of one hundred thalers. This note
exists on folio243v.3 In case of document two above the dead man’s
property Jailed to find an inheritor. Since the person had no children, there
was no one from whom to take the money and many unsuccessful offers
tor inheritance were Frobqbly made.4) Many debtors were not able to get
out of crushing debt during their lifetime. The decisions of the court
which are known to us were mvarlablg executed and remained binding.4
‘Though there are different an contradlctor¥ sets of data glvmg
details of sale guallfled by the redeem-ability of transacted land, the
?eneral trend and the tone of sources is such that land was Fermanently
ost to_non- family members (strangers) without the remotest link with the
land. Though there is a tradition that says that nearest relatives has the
right to buy land or redeem land, documents show that this was not
always true. To clarify the points raised with the right of preemption and
with ‘redeemable mortgage, we need to consider a few cases from the
Registry. We can infer from many documents in the Registry of Mar{ul&-
Maryam that a deeply indebted person could sell and pass his land onto a
person who had no link with the land at all. It is apparent that in the huge
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percentage of documents incorporated in the Registry creditors who had
no link with the land whatsoever obtained possession and ownership
through cash. To facilitate discussion | have quoted the following
examples.£

Document L
n<7D?°uc}:< H fra r?lz;tﬂn?f (DAE?»piVAl
TC'/U hA*)E
ftawz*,_,*nc m __viMmv) , 16
i'ovim  p>m fAa*'} T
U'M'? hhn_ frb hvttf ?tlayl T
M'H? hhEi)) h&f Ma>C
Acv*H hAhE
Hnil TV AAM
Apn~Apn~NxrV a"mw

During the tenure of office of Mamher 8anhdy, Qesa-
Gabaz Walda-lyasus and Magabi Jerundh n?eda ,
Kalkay Shibashi (gtransferre the following lands]
which”he acquired due to the debt of one hundred
birr from Gassasa Abetaw to Magahi Jerundh
Engeda: one is [found]adjacent to Balamabras
Tamasgan YehunS land, the second [is found
adjacent] to Abba Site Gabra-Kidan$ holding, the
third is [found adjacent] to Adegdh Bisawer and
Ratta Bisdwers ’ holdln%s, and the_third[sic] land
from Fisso gasha. Magabi Jerundh En%eda réceived
[these Iandsﬁfrom Kalkay due to debt. The guarantor
IS Balambaras Tamasgan. (240r).
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During the tenure of office of Mamher Lakka-
Maryam, Qesa-Gabaz Hayla-Maryam Sefofaw and
Ma?abl Jerunah Engeda, Ato " Antanah Yelma
bestowed Taklu s land in Gu(a Afa-Christos located
to the east ofMamher Kassa's land éand] to the west
ofthe river upon Walalehn Antanah due to the debt of
102 birr, His sisters.and brothers are not to interfere.
He has bequeathed it to him especially in accordance
with the regulation ofthe monastery.

In the case of document two the person ordered his siblings not to
take hack the land which the debtor disposed ofto his creditor by a special
bequeathal. This fact is further suggestive of the reality that disposal of
land by sale for whatever reason may or may not be su #ect to a right of
redemgtlon by the original owner. Whether the land rag t be reacquired
again by reversing the sale b?/ repurchase or not was determined by the
specific terms agreed upon at the time of transfer. Ato Antanah had no
means to repay his debt and resorted to hequeathal. However, the same
document indicates the existence of the possibility that the 3|bI|ngs and
other nearest relatives had the right to a say in the disposal of land 0f their
close kin, for the document unwittingly acknowledges their right by the
inclusion of the special arrangement “denying them chance to further
interfere with the exercise of the right of the new owner. Conversely the
specific injunction that his siblings were not to interfere shows he could
make any ‘kind of final disposal of the land without consultln% persons
with strong stakes in the land. In the case of document one the person
acquired a piece of land from the one who had himself acquired it earlier
through debt, The land changed hands more than once for reasons of debt.
Kalkay acquired the land from the orlgmal owner Gassassa Abetaw, who
surrendered the land to repay his debt of 100 thalers. Finally Terunah
Engeda acquired the land from the second owner through debt. _

This Indicates the SReed with which land was changing hands in
Martula-Maryam within the lifetime of an_individual. If thé débtor had a
special affection and love for the non-relative to whom he had transferred
his land because of credit stringency the land can be lost permanently. Ifa
person wished he/she could transfer the land irrespective of the consent
and approval of the nearest relative, the transfer would be valid and the
new owner could pass a valid title to a particular plot of land to a creditor
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through sale or any other means. Many of the land documents are full of
phrases specifically prohibiting contest of sale by anyone who might have
astron%stake in the land.4

Like Kalkay, many people bqught lands and houses but only to lose
them subsequently, being heavily indebted themselves. There is one such
note on folio 241 v whena certain Magabi Fanta Monna lost his darh f(one
store}% building) for the debt of 250 thalers.He contracted the debt from
the church of Martula-Maryam and the darb was acquired by the church.
There are also other similar notes where the church served as a money
lender. One of such notes exists on folio 235recto."In the absence of data
to the contrary it seems safe to argue that the non-relative purchasers
enjoyed securléy of tenure and had valid titles to purchased lands. In one
instance, a creditor who received a plot of land for a debt of fifty thalers
sold it for 89 thalers making for himself the net profit of 36 thalers, a very
fine reward.47 Many other people probabl earned large income in similar
vv.a}/.s. This was perhaps because the debfors contracted their debt during
difficult times when the price of land was not high and because of the
subsequent rise in the selling i)rlc.e of land which offered a favorable
opportunity for the creditor to sell his land acquired through debt.

There are also many property documents that have similar contents
as the above. However, enough has been said on the nature of sale
induced by credit stringencies and the tht of the orlgmal owner or
his/her closest kinsmen in redeeming land fost through debt. From all the
above considerations and discussions, it would be a serious mistake to
consider that sales of land were predominantly i)roduce.d by the good land
market and that rest land could be acquired only by virtue of being hom
into the descendants of the original settlers. Other causes of sale were the
need to meet social and economic obligations.

Individuals bought and sold land because, it is logical to argue, there
was a modest degree of monetization of the economy. In all the charters
of the 18hand 19hcenturies considered in this study tribute and tax were
collected from peasants both in kind and cash and there was a very clear
tendencF of transition to money taxes. Thus with little risk of distortion of
the reality we can make the following conclusion: that although the
buying and selllnrq took place in a predominantly agrarian society the
economy was sufficiently monetized, and one of the factors which might
have promoted transfer of land and other_proge_rtles was the necessity to
raise money to meet social and economic obligations. There are some
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documents in the Registry of Martula-Maryam that record the sale of land
for the pquose of raising money for the payment of fees for funeral
services and covering court expenditures. Inthe charter of Walata-Isra’el,
quoted in chapter two the fee paid for funeral services was called asaba
maqaber. Thus some of the factors that promoted transfer of land included
funerals, taxes and court cases.48 From the point of view of the Marfula-
maryam aNd Mofa documents thougih there might have been other
motives and considerations the factors listed above exhaust the conditions
leading to the sale.

~ This was probably true for other areas in the region too. Buying and
selling of land suggests concentration of land and its converse or reverse
the process of disintegration of holdings. There were some families and
individuals who were active throughout the nineteenth and the early
decades of the twentieth century as buyers and sellers. However, before
dlscussmtg the successful purchasers and sellers we need to eXf)Iore_other
modes 0 J)roperty transfer. The story of the individuals involved in the
buying and selling process will be told in its appropriate place below. We
now pass to the second chief means of property transfer, inheritance-
related bequeathals next to sale. It is together with will the second
important method of acquiring or relinquishing land and right to land.

4.2.2 Inheritance Related Bequeathal Involving Adoption
and Will

_The causes for bequeathal are as many as the causes for transaction.
Will stands out d!ametrlcallz opposed to inheritance because, unlike the
principle of will, it evokes the principle of property on the basis of equal
division. To avoid generalizations we would rely on documents by citing
them extensively and then analyzw. The earliest and the most important
extant document is the will of Wayzaro Sehin of which mention has
already heen made.4

Document one:
‘™M r fI7TL  h296 H***1-

rw*, XV 6en>Et;  CDEHC
fhor - a?fi'w}
WWwr A*
h'VPhU'l loutim'hr* AE  firfc?

150



ho* 7> par}  paA)*}
hf'iCrl" %rc  kan E‘h'-A" £\ anca
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PINAAD* jM’hA S° mAA~fl> J&HAH
~cw*/} .sv™a Q.<rc hno,
hfl* s 500 oh** (dcK 10 nn™A» past
oAen*s N> ATA*p* JMIA-MAAhC'fCr
[P-nfrAatf- At 'HLICH#A]I I...£U*>  P4*+
NAAMV A.TCTA a)*a>A«A hcD-'VIKAN

In the ?/ear of creation of the world, 7296, in the
year of Yohannes, in the governorship of Emperor
gIC) Gwalu, Erndyte Wayzaro Sehin dauglhter of

ajjazmach Ayo establishes her house asfollows, |
have given the'qult which I acquiredfrom my mother
and my father to my daughter Kinfu Hirut .The
reason for my gift is"that a child inherits his /her
mothert caftle however, she(Hirut) gave me
whatever she has from the day of my youth till the
time 1 was shorn as a nun. Iftfiere are bastardsfrom
among her brothers they should begi her [for sharesl
and It she wishes to give them let they (Hirut
brothers) take. Otherwise if they sue her and take
her to 4 judge let them be cursed. Whoever she
disinherits lethim be disinherited and whomever she
establishes let him be established. Ifthey violate my
CUrse, they share [my property] upon the repayment
of the caftle, the 500 ounces of gold and' the ten
mules she brought from her hushand and gave me.
The witnesses are [many people are listed]. We have
cursed one who might celete this by the power of
Pefros and Pawlos.

Document two:
M E‘ldff i E3T/ATIVE &
%0
C *a
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151



S n*ClVfc U&V hftd-

nDC~ @l M % 9°&Ci'(DOY6*
ns't LINNC'fe  [FHiH* - Afl)7- HCTIC
PX&ANLL j&ur>™ hHI'T fifxr n;ﬂﬁé‘

'C?II ht“<rc _

LICOM'n T £W* 'fIMi'S +§\a7 aoh
;f'+%0k*ts avzttr (f'dif (D" tr> nenec
tx$ A

During Dajjazmach Birry's ddjjazmachenat, during
the alaqenal of Fitawrari Asseta ,during the tenure
of office of Mamher Binor ,Igesa-Ga_ dz Gwalu
and[Magabi] Terstitu Haylu Fitawrari Assefa is
adopted” by Warg-1Vuha™ Wadlata-Her and she
betlueathed_all the land she acquired from her
mother to him. The witnesses are [many people are
listed]. She swears while giving thiS_and it is
blndlng. She shall be pleased in"her lifetime and
upon Rer death that he gAssefa) should provide a
commemorative feast for her. Adain lest she should
change her mind Assefa Tassdma has received a
guarantor. The guarantors are [many individuals
are /isted] (folio6or column threg).

.. Document one is the only source known to me that gives the name of
Ddjjach Ayo’s daughter. There is another prope_rt% document recording
the”sale of Ayo’s lands in Ennabse in the twentieth century.5 He was a
senior official during the reign of lyasu Il 51730-1755).51Ayo had many
lands in the district of Ennabse, which made the core of the holdings of
the monastery of,l\/lar{lula-Marram.?; The document on Sehin refers to the
cause ot the making of the will. Sehin passed her lands inherited from her
father and mother on to her daughter, Hirut, out of special favor (for the
support Hirut gave to Sehin). This will is calculated as much to institute
Hirut as to disinherit the brothers of Hirut (who were probably children of
Sehin by another father) in the matter of succession to the landed
property. She felt deeply grateful for the assistance in money and other
Propert her daughter gave her during her lifetime, in this case because of
he gold she owed to her daughter and the mules and cattle she took from
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her. This will bears further testimony that a person could make a will
depriving some children and one that ran agialnst the interest of some of
the children. The brothers of Hirut were excluded from the inheritance of
the land of Sehin by the sanction that Sehin made by her curses.
Moreover, Hirut is given right and empowered to displace and disinherit
her brothers according to her discretion. . .

. As indicated above the will of Sehin is a telling testimony to the
Fomt that children could be excluded from their father’s or their mother’s
and though we may have to expect that the d|3ﬁlaqement of some sons
and daughters from a right to equal share of the inheritance is not of
frequent occurrence, since a compelling reason should exist tor
discriminating. What all this means is that could not Sa'[l_Sf%/ all the
children at one and the same time unlike the rules of equal inheritance.
Descent and the right to inherit an equal share of property based on
Ilneadge were not always practicable. However, we can presume that wills
could also be contested especially when it came to inheritance. The will
of Emayte Sehin clearly shows that wills could be contested and there was
a difference between legitimate and illegitimate children, especially when
the father or the mother refused to accePt the illegitimate child and
recognize him/her as his or her own. That the brothers of Hirut could
contest the will is clearly shown in the document above because Sehin had
Ellyen some consideration to the possible claims of Hirut's brothers. If

irut’s brothers laid claim to a share of the land and sued their sister
challenging the will, they were required to pay back all that Hirut had
given her mother. However, it is unlikely that they could pay back 500
ounces 0f%0|d and ten mules.5 However, the important question is that to
what extent were the orders of the testator turned into practice? This is the
point we will come back to below. . .

There is a special mention in the will of Sehin about what might have
been a very wi elg held view with regard to the general movement of
ﬁroperty transfer. Sehin acknowledges that she owed her daughter five

undred ounces of gold, mules, and cattle which ought not to have been

the case. However, fransmission of property between siblings was
common. Many individuals adopted their sistérs or brothers over their
property including land.5

In"the case of the second document the woman called Warg-Wuha
Walata-Her Blaced herself under the care of a certain Fitawrarl Assefa
Tassama by bequeathing all her mother’s land to him on condition that he
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provided for the woman in her lifetime. The woman had no children and
was heirless. She adopted Assefa and transferred to him all the land she
inherited from her mother. As the woman got older and no longer
vigorous she transferred it to Assefa together with the resFonsmlllty of
working the land and maintaining and providing for her. In effect, this
constituted a form of old age pension security. The concern for the
salvation of their souls in the next world and the provision of food,
clothing and shelter in old age are the factors that made individuals
choose ‘such kinds of transactions. This sort of transfer sanctioned the
dependence of the woman on the adoptee and the latter’s obligation to
treat her as if she were his biological mother. Assefa was also required to
give a commemorative feast on the death of his adopter. The woman is
Flve_n a right to be treated and cared for in a fitting manner during her
Ifetime in"this world through this form of transfer. % The document is
enigmatic about the obligation of the adoptee. To judge from evidence in
other similar documents the obligation indicated above does not exhaust
other forms of services that the adoptee had to glv_e to the adopter
$f0I|0205v). Other obligations of the adoPtee would include provi mg
ood to the people attendln? the funeral of the woman on her death an

the payment of the fee for funeral services (asaba mdgaber) which were
exacted in the large ma%onty of deaths. Commemoration of the deceased
adopter by feasts and the saying of prayers over his /her grave by the
living, all done with the purpose of expiating sins, were carried out at
dlfferm? intervals. The adopter deﬁ)enqed upon the adoptee to whom he
has willed his land for the food, clothing and shelter.% The relationship
established in this way between the adoptee and the adopter is that the
former provided him with considerable assistance in times of old age and
assumed direct responsibility for the cultivation of the land.

The document laid down the conditions on which the holding of the
adopted Assefa depended. The woman was entitled to be clothed and fed
in a satisfactory manner. His holding of the land was conditional upon
certain contingencies. He could not evade the performance of the
obligation stated in the document. However, his holding is made less
precarious and could not be easily disturbed unless a sufficient condition
existed which could lead to the invalidation of his holding. Assefa
received many guarantors so as to not be displaced from the land of the
woman without good reason shown.57
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Another very important cause for the making of will and inheritance-
related bequeathal involving adoption is debt. There are many cases of
adoption produced for reasons of debt. Many peor_le failing to pay back
their debts resorted to begueathmgi their land in lieu of the payment of
their debt. In some of the documents we see that the entire ?roperty of the
debtor was_bestowed upon the creditors and in some of the documents
creditors without any blood relationship with the debtor were adopted and
treated as biological children and %lyen to hold his/or her rightful share of
the adopter’s land along with the biological children.'8Thus membership
in a corporate %roup was not ascribed to birth only, since it could he
acquired through various means including failure to pay back debts. This
provides additional evidence against the general belief that right to land
could be acquired onI% by virtue of descent and canon of descent. Thus
bequeathal-related inheritance involving ado[)tlon was one of the
mechanisms for mitigating or displacing the customary rule of
inheritance. A completely st_ran?e person could be introduced into the
corporate or lingage group with full right to a share of the ancestral land
of the adopters. In the case of one document two women adopted a person
and bequeathed a residential site and both requested their children not to
challenge the inheritance. The betiueathal of land and the adoption in
itself were due to the payment of twenty thalers for clothing and for
maintenance. He was made immune from any other type of obligation
towards his adopters/9 ,

A woman, called Wayzaro Terengo Kassa when drawing up such a
deed found in folio 253r, inserted a clause intended to prevent any appeal
for the right of share by her siblings and children. She states ‘that the
reason for the adoption” was due to a debt of 100 thalers, which she
contracted from one of her brothers, Embi’alS. Kassa. Having nothing to
pay him Terengo bequeathed all of her father’s and mother’s rest land,
from any share of which the rest of her siblings are excluded. Even her
children” were not to challenge it. Children were given no say in the
distribution of the prbperty whatsoever. The deed fenced off the children
with restrictions with re%ard to their mother’s and father’s land. The right
to a share of the land of their mother was conditional upon the payment of
the debt of their mother to the creditor.® o

Another equaIIK important reason which induced individuals to adopt
someone seems to have been the desire to Place one’s own children in
good hands or under the protection of infl
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reason might have been to Preempt legal challenges of one’s holding,
thou?h_thls IS not explicitly stated in the document. The greatest
beneficiary of this process of adoption_in Martula-Maryam in the early
decades of the twentieth century was Ras Haylu Takla-Haymanot. One
typical document exists on folio 226r where “a certain Fitawrarl Rade
adopted Haylu as his son and ?ave all his lands to him. At the end of the
bequeathal a clause was inserfed which stated that Ha)#
_ ViE>-"which Ilte.raILy means-‘the children should be under
his (Haylu) care, to be provided according to his discretion”.6l Rade
himself was adopted by an individual who had bequeathed to him many
lands, which he eventually disposed of to Haylu whom he adopted as
heir.@ Rade’s action can be explained in terms of the fact that adoth? a
person of substance was very advantageous. Most probably the
anticipation of better remuneration was the commonest reason WOFkI_ﬂ%
behind adoptlng and being associated with a certain person of some socia
standing. It would also provide the children of Rade, the adopter, with
considerable assistance in times of need and to help them to have good
positions by putting them under the care of Haylu, who governed Gojjam
In the early decades of the twentieth century.

~There is also a further set of factors that made men choose
inheritance-related bequeathal that involved adoption as a mechanism of
Bropert%/ transfer. One important factor in one document on using
equeathal as means of property transfer is. it seems, because of the fact
that the children of the adopter were yet too young to assume direct
responsibility for the cultivation of their father’s land. The document
conferred the ownership of the land on the adoptee. It also made the
cultivation of the land the respansibility of the adoptee till the children of
the adoBter came of age. This is explicitly stated in a document on folio
222v. Under this bequeathal the adoptee was obliged to provide
maintenance for the adopter as well as for two of his young children while
holding all the land of the adopter. Thus the adoptee had the additional
responsibility of caring for or looking after the children of the adopter
until they came of age and for the adopter. However, whether the adoptee
was not obliged to provide the adopter in times of old age and after the
children had come of age or not cannot be known from the document
since it lacked clarity and does not have such stipulation. Probably the
adoptee would retain part of the land of the adopter and return the
remaining land to children of the latter after they had become old enough
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to work it on their own. Besides the minority of his children who did not
have the physical strength to work the land the rationale behind this
particular document seems to be the desire to get rid of the not always
easy respon5|blllty for the tillage of the land that induced the adopter to
choose it as the mechanism of property transfer. Such a transaction though
explanation of it will not be attempted here ml%ht have some political and
economic contexts.6" Whether the children of the adoi)ter would work
under the adoptee after they had come of age or not would take back their
father’s land after giving part of it to the adoptee is not stated in the
document. _ o _
~ The documents discussed above highlight the need to clarify the
rights of the adoRtee and the adopter by considering a few more Cases.
hat would be tne position of the ado;))tee if the adopter were to fail in
fulfilling his /her side of the contract? What conditions warranted the
exercise of the adopter’s right of reversion? There are ample documents in
the Registries of Mota and Martula-Maryam to enable us to explore these
issues. Evidence from many documents show that adopters retained until
the day they died their rights to the land handed over to their adoptee.
They could revoke their grant with the good reason shown on the part of
the adoptee to warrant the action of adopters.6

Document L . _
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During the tenure of office of Mamher Filatawos,
(Qesa-Gabaz Mitiku Engeda and Magabi Fanta
Seyoum, the land of Ayene Waldtd-Maryam, over
which she had formerly adopted Fitawrari Alamu
Assage, Is restored to" her since the children of
Fitawrari Assage refused to providefor her. (231v)

Document2:
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During the tenure of office of Mdmher Asagehdhh,
ﬁ)esa— abaz Dasaldhh and Magabi Fanta,_ald({a

ayla-lyasus has renounced the tdwalido(lit.
adoption) [and restored] the land over which aldga
Hayla-lyasus was adapted, to Kassa Hdylu[the
adopter]v, on account of nability. (226v)

Document3:

R5A°Y (i]CV\(lj[l)J(% JRATN?f AEh  a7C.f*7"

. ot 01C J&AN
ANfo Itrip Jn&a*Y?? __}
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During the tenure of office of Mdmher $dndy Felate,
Qesa-Gabaz_La eka-Maryam and Magabi Taddassa
Imeru, [Il Emmat Mentatner Falaga had formerly
adopted the children of Ddstd Yelma, GeraPeta
Tdgahha Yelma and Amara Tamasgan, over the fand
ofmy mother andfather. [However], since they (the
former adoptees) can not be of use for me I”have
disowned them and adopted in their stead A[m]balu
Zawde and Kafala Dasta over the land of my mother
andfather. They shallprovide and behave wéll to me.

The rights transferred are without doubt rights in the land and the
ado(?_tees would retain them unless th%y,brok_e Important terms of their
holding. Moreover, the adoptees would’ inherit and permanently occupy
the land following the death of the adopters unless they broke or defaulted
on fulfilling important conditions of their tenure in"the lifetime of the
adopters. The Registries of Moja and especially of Marfula-Maryam are
full of documents with deeds similar to the above. Both documents quoted
above show that the terms of agreement at the time of transaction could
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not be binding always. The adopter retained his /her rights in the land
until the day he/she died. The land _H?h'[S and duties of an adopted person
are exactly the same as those of a biological son or daughter. We can infer
from documents one and three that the adopter had full power to take over
and reallocate his/her lands from the adoptee on the ground of non-
fulfillment of the conditions of the agreement by the adoptee. From the
first and the second documents we leam that the adoptee could be ejected
after a reasonable notice to quit by the adoptee. We can presume that at
the time that when the deed was drawn the intention of the adopter was to
bestow permanent ownership and rights on the adoptee. N
However, whether the terms of agreement or the provision of the
contract would be practicable and remain hinding or not were wholly
determined by the subsequent action of the two parties. The documents
quoted above evoke a view that the adoptee’s holding rights were to be
understood as being subject to the adopter’s rl%h_t of reversion and
depended on the meticulous fulfillment of the obligation towards the
adoptees. Documents one and three are noteworth)A cases in which the
adopter’s right to revoke the grant they made to the adoptee and evict
them worked. If the adoptee Tailed to fulfill some vital conditions of
his/her holding the ado?te[ could revoke his/her grant and evict him/her
through the exercise of his/her reversionary right. The adoptee had to
meticulously meet his/her obligations or the land he or she was ﬁranted
would be subject to the adopter’s right of re-acquiring. Whether the
adogter’s reversionary right would be exercised or not was determined by
the behavior of the adoptee. To provide maintenance to the adopters was
perhaps very heavy so that many people willingly applied to end the
contract, as in the case of document two in order to escape from over-
burdensome obligations. In document two the adoptee ended his right of
holder over the land of his adopter upon his appeal to end his obligation of
provision of support. In the case of document one the children of the
adoptee refused to provide for the adopter and the latter transferred her
land to new adoptees.t , S o
However, ado;t))tees could not e Ilghtly disinherited and their right in
the land could not be easily challenged unless things warranted doing so.
The adoptee could claim damages and obtain an injunction in case where
the adopter broke his or her side of the bargain. There are instances of this
in the Martula-Maryam Re?lstry whereby the adoptee’s right to hold the
land of the adopter was contested. One stich outstanding case involved the
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great grandfather of the researcher, Chakole Dabra-Sina. It occurred
uring the reign of Takla-Haymanot. Through adogtlon Chakole acquired
ownership of the land of a certain Haylu Amarach. However, following
the death of the woman an adverse claim was made by a certain
Balambaras Ayala. Chakole was sued by Ayala and taken to the court of
lakla-Ha}/manot. Ayala won the case on the Pround that though Chakole
was adopted by Amarach he was subsequently disowned by the woman,
Chakole was a'very notorious litigant. He appealed to Emperor Minilek II
in 1905/6 but the latter confirmed the decision of Takla-Haymanot after
several years of wasteful litigation (folio212v).66 In another typical
document a certain Jedu 8adal revoked the land from her adoptees but
only to bequeath it to Ras Haylu, after adopting him. HSylu paid back the
money the adogtees had given to Jedu $adal at the time when she adopted
them.” In another document the adoptee refused to surrender the land
ﬁ]ranted them by adoption and the woman who adopted them had to Sue
em, and she won her case.67 _ _

The desire to avert any possible conflict between heirs was another
consideration in the making ot wills. There is considerable number of
documents to support this argument. The judiciary was burdened with
hearm?_ cases of land dispute between 5|blln%s. Precise grescrlptlons ofthe
respective holdmgs of the members of the household before the death of
the Earents served to prevent the quarrelln? over the division of the land
of the ancestors. Let us consider the following typical documents to
elaborate this point.&8

Document 1
N&OPYC 6P> W'L' furreziize *7Cf9° nfre
[N <TDyRyic 7 4
ey

nOfc 9 0lC
nAW n*/>?
hfl>C<ITPV> | |
0
AT I]‘fi:r'[fV me  £&%an

During the tenure of office of Mamher $ahay Felate
esa-Gabaz La eka-Maryam Ayala, [and] Magiabl
addassa Imeru, [lJMangiste Gabru say that
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Jerusaw Mangiste shall not interfere in my children
to whom | have bequeathed as sE)euaI favor all the
land [1 have inherited from my Jmother and father
over which | have a hirth right. [However], since
Jerusaw Mangiste has, misbehaved and went out of
my control 1" have given her Qhegema, which |
acquired from my grandmother, Assabu Yatamanhu.

(254r)
Document 2: _
nTv°9nvc t\oh oic?r hvtl o nano+ U&H
alnc?9'3 s' tou
h* A AM

1 ) 1 hfl>C<XA | | fIA,Aéi> hK
(WkD'v»" h'MEECH A A h{D'C<XAI |
nfirnH" PL? D'tvi Yid%th)'ii

During the tenure of office of Mamher La eka-
Maryam Ayala, (%esa-Gabaz Hayla-Maryam Sefotaw
[and] Magabi. Terunah Engeda, to” avoid_ the
quarreling of his children over [the division of] his
rest [land] in which he has a birthright, Ato Mune
Akalu bequeathed his lands ofYetaksoS and Sutafe in
Yegandach to Admas Mune. He (Admas) shall not
enter a claim to the rest of the lands including my
purchased land which | have bequeathed to the” rest
ofmy children. 1fhe demanded apartfrom that which
I(zg?v)e given him | shall disinherit [him] totally.
v

~The purpose of both documents is to ward off any possible conflict
arising out of the division of the property of the deceased as much as
favoring some of the heirs. We can assume that this prescription of the
transfer of exclusive property to heirs bF the holders in their lifetime
would help to avoid the quarrels and i |?at|ons which mlqht arise_in
connection with the transmission of property. Both documents prescribe
in advance the transfer of the property with the desire to avoid conflicts
and tensions between the heirs over the property of the dying holders.

161



Contrary to the general belief, it seems that children did not receive equal
share to the lands left them by their parents. Although the two documents
do not show their parents totally and formally disinheriting some of their
children they do not show them enjofym egual rights of inheritance. In
the case of document one the reason for the discrimination against one of
the daughters of the will maker, called Terusaw, is cIearIZ. stated.
Mangiste Gabru, father of Terusaw, prevented her from making any
demands to a share of his lands beyond what he allowed her on account of
her misbehavior. The second testator’s will is aimed against the interest of
his son, Admas. He threatened Admas to disown him totally if he
interfered in the inheritance of the other children, beyond the one allowed
him by the will. Both documents certainly run contrary to widely held
moral norms of equal inheritance of the conventional rest system of land.
From these cases we can deduce that the heads of households had the
power to disinherit their children. In complete contrast to customary law
of inheritance some of the sons and daughters of certain households are
excluded while the rest of the heirs were given special treatments. This
allows us to make a far bolder statement that whether children of a person
would get an equal share_of their fathers’ property or not was subject to
their good behavior and discipline.® _

irth does not always guarantee the rlght of equal access to the land
of Earents.. The above documents suggest that serious misconduct on the
part of children could result in even total disinheritance by the father
when he expressly made a testament before death. This indicates the
degree of freedom of individuals enjoyed in distributing and disposing of
their land. He could vest some of the fand on certain or all of his children,
conditional upon certain contingencies. It seems that there was no bar
against the action of the father with regard to the right of allocating his
lands amongst his children. Whether the will would be executed after the
death of the testator or not can not be known from the historical record
and we are left without any clear information on this point, In some
documents the will makers inserted an injunction of curses to insure that
melc order would be respected. However, we do not know how effective

IS Was.

~ The last noteworthy point to consider with regard to bequeathal
involving adoption is the status of slaves. Our manuscript provides us
with a relatively large number of documents with which to examine the
legal status and property rights of slaves. Two contrary tendencies of
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enslavement, transactions concerning slaves and the converse
manumission exist in our documents. The famous Takla-lyasus, whom we
have met at the beginning of this study, was also a slave .He was set free
on the death of his master, Da Aazmach Yalemetu Gosu, the uncle of
Takla-Haymanot/0 Three of the documents on slaves are about
enslavement and transactions concerning slaves. In one instance a weaver
called Badelu Wubenah sold himself or gave up his freedom and liberty,
of his own free will, to a certain Fitawrari Tassama and his descendants
to serve under them as a slave because of the assistance he received from
Tassama during the Great Famine.'L There is also a will re?ardmg the
disposal of slaves. This will exists on folio 227v. It represents the greatest
disposal of slaves. The master called Aldga Gobazu disposed of about
seventeen slaves. This document is at one and the same time a charter of
manumission and the transaction concermnq slaves between the old and
new owners. Gobazu disposed eight of his slaves by granting them to his
kinsmen. The remaining nine slaves wiere “set at liberty”, the document
acknowledges. However, it also states that Gobazu adopted a certain
Qdmazmach Yemar Wande and transferred all the nine “freed” slaves
and his rest land to the latter. In effect slaves were .3|mPIy changmfg hands
although the document states they were “set at liber YT The fact that
they were associated with the rest land suggests that slaves were used as
agricultural laborers. .
Charters of manumissions illustrate the extent of the land rights of
slaves. The technical terms employed in the documents to describe the
action of freeing slaves were «u-c O “hCw* "7(D*TW\”
The foIIowm% conclusion can be drawn from the evidence contained in
the charters of manumission in the Registry. Let us see each case. Masters
could adoFt their slaves in the same way as a free man or non-relative was
adopted. In other words the modes or sYstem of adoPtlng a Slave and a
free person by adopters are identical. One outstanding charter of
manumission is found in folio 23lv. In this document a woman called
Emahoy Yatamannu Engeda set at liberty her slave, Talchakolu, together
with her children. Yatamannu bequeathed all her rest land upon them and
adopted them as her children with some obllgatlons. The old woman
demanded that her former slave Talchakolu and her children whom she
had now adopted as her children should offer a commemorative feast
upon her death and arrange for her annual memorial services. However,
the same document hinted that the liberty of Talchakolu could also be

163



nominal and a relation of her former master could put claim on her and
her children. Lest someone should deprive them of their iiberty after her
death the woman invoked the cooperation of six peo?le requesting them to
prevent anyone from trying to deprive them of their freedom. The children
ot lalchakolu were allowed to live wherever they liked.77

Another charter of manumission is found on folio 236v.The
document records the liberation and the adoption of three slaves b){] a
woman called BazabeSi Kassa. BazabeSi also adopted with right over her
lands the qrandfather of the researcher, Blatta Tagiinna Chakole together
with her slaves. The old woman Bazabesi Kassa freed and adopted her
slaves whom she had inherited from her hushand Alaga Ratta. In another
will this same Alaga Ratta passed onto his wife all his proEert}/ (land and
livestock) but in the same breath the document tells us that the woman
bequeathed it very soon to a person called Asras Yehun. The number of
slaves freed and adopted b}/ azabeSi was three and the researcher had
personal acquaintance with two of them. One of them has grown very old
and is still alive and the other had died a couple of years of ago. Alaga
Ratta demanded his wife through his will (folio226r) fo set free his slaves
upon her death and that neither his relations nor BazabeSi’s relations were
to deprive them of their freedom. Masters usually adopted their slaves
when they had no children of their own. However, slaves were also
adopted .b%/ their masters even when their masters had children. Ratta and
Bazabesi had no off-springs and all their property was transferred to their
slaves and to other people with no rights to their land. The will made the
three slaves owners or inheritors of much of their former masters’
properties. 4

The last important document recording the adoption of slaves by a
master worth considering is found on 227v. A certain Alamitu Getahun
reinforced the oral declaration of her deceased hushand, Saga Yelma
Gosu, who freed his slaves whose number is not stated. When Yelma the
head of the household was about to die he set them free by oral
declaration, at which his father confessor was Rresent. Later the father
confessor hore his witness to the liberation of the slaves, when the oral
declaration of Yelma was reconfirmed and a formal charter of
manumission was put into writing. In this charter of manumission was
inserted a special clause to safeguard the freed slaves from any possible
challenge of the will. Alamitu protected her freed slaves by her curse
against any possible reversal of the decision and re-enslavement by any
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adverse claim to control them. She warned her children not to interfere or
deny or deprive them of their freedom by threatening an eternal curse to
whoever disobeyed her charter.7 From all these considerations we can
learn that even Slaves had a very large margin of opportunity to change
their status and acquire rest land through adoption. Good hehavior and
dedicated service rather than the chance of birth would determine the
status of slaves and their off-springs. Upon good behavior slaves had as
equal opportunity to inherit their masters’ property as the relation of their
masters.

~ The third most important mode of property transfer was gift together
with mortgage. The factors that induced people to ?rant land to
individuals and institutions are as many as the factors that led to sale and
bequeathal. All the factors that OProduced.sale_ and bequeathal were at work
behind gift and mortgage and hence it will not be repeated here for
reasons of space limitation. Thus discussion is confined to the last
important means of property transfer, litigation. We have seen at the
beginning of our discussion in this chapter the circumstances leading to
the making of documents and the recording of transactions. The registered
documents recording_land transaction were intended to serve as hasis
a%alns.t any contest. This might have greatly reduced incidences of land
litigations. Unfortunately, ~however, ruinous Iltlgatlon was _not
permanently remedied and disputes over land rights and claims to offices
are recurring themes in our documents. Though litigation constituted one
important mode of acquiring or rellnclmshmg roperty the study does not
describe this mechanism o F)roperty ransfer tor reasons of space. Going
to the details would swell the study unnecessanI%/ and enough has been
written above about the modes of property transter and the motives for
selecting certain modes of property transfer by individuals. Having said
all this 1t remains to show some trends in concentration of holdings and its
converse, disintegration of holdings, by looking at some of the families
actively engaged in land transactions. The general trend in the price of
land will also be indicated in the pages that follow.

43 Land Concentration and the Reverse process of
Disintegrations

Hosts of peogle incIudinE noblemen, peasants and the religious class were
engaged In the land market. However, the general movement of land was
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towards the rich especially the noblemen, both clerical and secular, who
constituted  the lo_verwhelmln? mass of purchasers. Thus some
representative families are selected as models in order to generalize about
the trends in land transfer and land price. One such important family of
%urchasers was that of Dajjach Birru. fVgyzaro Ajame, grandmother of
irry, was active in the Tand market in”Marfula-Maryam during the
nineteenth century especially during the 1840s and 1850s. The land
transaction that Aljame entered spans the tenures of office of six church
officials and her land transactions are recorded in the different folios of
our manuscript.'7 This woman spent much of her money in the purchase
of residential sites at the total price of 52 thalers. The purchase price of
each of these sites ranged from hetween four to eighteen thalers. Three of
the urban lands were ou[qht from people who had themselves acquired
them by purchase. On folio 194r there is a note, which shows that the
woman was selling land she had earlier bought. The original purchase
price was 13 thalers and it was resold for fourteen thalers. This fact is
Important in that it testifies to the remarkable speed of transfer of land.
The first transaction of the land was probably made AUSt a little earlier and
Ajame then acquired it. Then it was sold for the third time for fourteen
thalers. . Thus there were three owners of the same plot of land within one
generation. o _

We never hear of Aj&me in the second half of the nineteenth century.
However, in the early decades of the twentieth centur¥ Ajame’s name s
mentioned in a document recording the transfer of her lands which
brought to an end her link with these lands. Ajame’s lands passed from
ownership by her descendants into the hands of Ras Haylu in the early
twentieth centur){. Haylu purchased this land from Lej GoSu at the price of
one hundred thalers. @ The document refers to simply one parcel of urban
land which belonged to Ajame. The identity of Go§u is well known. Two
land transaction documents recognize him as Dajjach Birru’s grandson
and son of Mentewab, Birru’s daughter.8 We do not know how Gosu
inherited it. Nor is it clear from the above note if the purchased land
included the sites Ajame had brought together throu?h urchase. The
transaction took place after the death of Ajame and the Tands that she had
succeeded in brlnglrll? together through purchase during her lifetime were
transferred to Ras aﬁlu. The purchase price of the land indicates the
dramatic increase in the value of land; almost double the amount that
Ajame had paid for them. This does not exhaust the property dealings of
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Birru’s family. Birru was one of the most interesting personalities of the
last decades of the Era of Princes. He was the ruler of the whole of
Eastern GOHAam. We find him and his mother, Walata-Giyorgis, and his
daughter, Mentewab, engaged in land transactions spanning many
generations. -
Birru’s mother joined the land market as both buyer and seller. Her
attention was focused on buying urban property. Residential sites
provided an especially important form of landed property in the period
under investigation. There are many documents recorde the “many
Barcels of residential lands which the woman bought.8 Walata-Giyorgis
ought three parcels of homestead sites in the town, one for eighty-four
rock-salts and another for seventeen thalers. She resold two of the
homestead sites or lands she had bought. In one outstanding document
found in folio 193r there is a record of Walata-Giyorgis’s transactions. She
resold one plot of residential land for sixty rock-salts, the original ?rlce of
which was thirty rock-salts. She resold ‘it for double its original price,
without even building a house on it.8 Of course this is not the only
document recording a building land being resold without constructing a
house over it. Many of the residential sites which were dealt and re-dealt
with and frequently recorded in our documents changed hands without
buﬂdmg houses on them subsequent to their transfer from the or|%|n_al
owner to the new holders. The explanation for this should be sought in
either of the following ways. The first explanation may be that residential
sites were not perhaps bought arlsm% out of the need fo build houses over
them. Therefore, the buying and selling of residential sites in towns does
not seem to have been dictated by the immediate need for them. The
second important explanation it seems is that residential sites were bought
as a device for saving and protectmq_ money from plunder and
confiscation given the unsettled political ‘conditions and _the
accompanying tremendous disturbances of the 19 century. Thus
residential sites were bought but only to be resold when the opportunity
warranted. Moreover, homestead sites were sold and bought as a means of
making profit. Yet we can not rule out the possibility that town lands were
also bOU?ht for building purposes. ,
~ Gift formed another important é)artofthe process by which Walata-
GI?/OfgIS acquired land. In folio 66 verso a certain Yawq-Irsu Gabra-
Sellase gave half of his father’s rest land to her, which she immediately
passed on to her son Dajjach Birru. In folio 2v the children of a certain
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Kidan Sahlu gave half of their agricultural fields and residential sites to
the same woman. In tolio 193r we read of Walata-Giyorgis receiving all
the bota and lands of two individuals called Kisadu and Laku. They
transferred their property because ofa crime they had committed. Wijilata-
Giyorgis Eald the legal fee to liberate them from imprisonment and in
return"took their land"and bota since the%/ were not able to meet the court
expenditure. This much is known from the manuscript about the woman’s
land transactions.8

Birru added both urban lands and houses to the purchases of his
mother and grandmother. One of his important purchases was a darh with
its enclosure for two ounces of gold from a certain Aday Wsilda-Kidan.8
There are many Eurchase notes of Birru. Finally he was .strlfé)ed of his
%_overnorsh_lp of Eastern Gojjam and met a violent death in 1868, All of
IS properties together with those ot Ajame and WaIatq-Glyor%ls were
apparentlg inherited by his daughter Mentewab. Birru’s daughter
Mentewab and her son Lej Gosu Wubenah added nothing to the property
of the family. Mentewab ‘sold half of the bota which Birru had hought
from Ada?/ or two thalers to two purchasers together with another plot of
residential land that Birru had bought from a person whose name is
missing in the document. The remammP properties which_ Ajame, Birru
and Walata-Giyorgis had bought were all'disposed of by Leg_GoSu. A bota
which WaIata-Glyor%ls bought from a certain Magabli Gwalu for
seventeen thalers, probably inthe 1840s, was resold for more than double
its original price of thirty-five thalers, later in the early decades of the
twentieth century. The last document we have involving Birru’s family
was a gift of pastureland that his grandson made to a certain Mamher
Zawdu so that the latter would Ipray for him. This represented the last
document involving Birru’s family and we never hear of them after this.
Thus Mentewab and her son preserved none of the properties they
inherited nor invested anything in acquiring other lands.8& Only a few
People seem to have succeeded m_Pass_lng some of their urban r[])ropertles
0 the next ?ener_atlons. However, it is important to investigate the case of
two other families whose property deallngzs are kept in the record to
enable us to enlarge the conclusions that can be drawn from these
documents. _ _ _

One very important family that was active throughout the nineteenth
century and “the early decades ot the twentieth century was that of
Balambaras Asagehann. Thanks to the record of the full range of property
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dealings that this family was engaged in it is possible to delineate the
transfer of the property at every generation, There are about thirty
property documents from the "Registry of Deeds which involve
Asagehann’s family. This might not exhaust or represent the total of the
property dealings “of this family. The documents provide us with a
continuous record of the property dealings of this family over a span of
three generations. Before the dramatic subdivision of property following
Asaqe ann’s death in 1890s there was a concentration of land in his
family. The reverse process of disintegration began particularly after the
death”of Asagehann. He had el?ht.chlldren some of whom were active in
the land market.& Two chronological vantage gomts sug?est_ themselves
from the record of the property dealings of As&gehann’s family, the Year
1899, which saw Lej $amru dsking Takla-Haymanot to register his land
transaction at Dabra-Marqos, serving as dividing line. Prior to the 1899
transaction there was a concentration of holding but two decades later
there was a dramatic dlsmte?ratlon of the holdings. _

. Asaqehann was one of the extensive purchasers of land, especially
residential land. Most of his purchases were bota and he spent sixty-four
thalers and _flftr salt bars on this. All the purchases were in Marfula-
Maryam, with the exception of one sale document, which refers to the
countryside. He resold only one of his purchased bota. On folio 84v there
Is a record of a gift of residential land by the church of Martula-Maryam
to Asagehann and on folio 2v there"is a similar record of gift to
Asagehann by a certain Abba Binor. On folio 84v four purchase notes of
Asa?eha_nn are recorded. One of the lands purchased is said to have been
located in the countryside and bought for three thalers which Asagehann
resold later on to one Asagehann Nurelenn at the original purchase price.
This is the only sale by Asa%ehann. Asagehann acquired most of his
parcels of land” through purchase at third hand.§ He also purchased
agricultural fields from two vendors, one of whom is named Blatta Andu

ode, for fifty rock-salts. Andu-Hode was one of the most important
persons in the period, buying and selling actively and acting as a
guarantor and witness to so many of the land transactions.&

Asagehann acquired his parcels of land throu?lh purchase from
female and male vendors. One of the successful sellers of land from
whom Asa%ehann purchased land is a certain Walda-Gabru Tangut. We
find Tangut’s name in a number of documents as an important vendor. All
in all Asagehann invested fifty eight thalers and fifty rock-salts on buying
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bom and agricultural fields, other than the land transactions he acquired
through other means.® However, this certainly does not exhaust
Asagehann’s property dealings. This could be inferred from the fact that
i)erhaps years after his death we read of his children passing residential
ands thelr father had bought on to a certain Abetaw Neguse, according to
the request Asa%ehann made before his death.0 The original transaction
note can not be tracked down in the Registry. There were probably man
transactions of Asagehann which were not recorded at all. All the lands
Asagehann had brought together were passed on to his children. We do
not know how the Balambaras disposed of his lands. He did not make a
will. He mlgi_ht have settled much of his land on his heirs before his death
durlng his lifetime and only his house and some of the properties he
owned remained un-disposed. We know from his granddaugihte.r, Michu,
presently residing at Mar{ula-Maryam, that he died accidentally in Gondar
while on a campaign with king T&kla-Haymanot’s army. This may explain
why he did not leave a will.4 _ o

FoIIowqu the death of Asagehann an irreversible shift towards the
break down of his property started though some of his children, esRemaIIy
Lej $amru, succeeded in” accumulating land. $amru joined In the land
market as buyer and vendor probably while his father was still alive. The
kind of property documents we have for $amru are similar to those of his
father. $amru inherited a considerable EPart of Asagehann’s property. He
acquired most of his property before 1899 at the time when he applied to
Takla-Havmanot to get permission to register his land transactions and the
lands that he inherited from his father. The rest of his property was
acquired after 1899.9 The methods of his land acquisition are very
diverse: through sale, gift, inheritance, and bequeathal involving adoption.

The children of Asagehann succeeded in retalnmgi their father’s
house within the family for one generation only, as we will see below. In
folio 205v there is a document recording the purchase by $amru of his
father’s house from his siblings. To #ud ¢ from evidence in this purchase
document Asa?ehann had elc_iht children by three different mothers.
§amru represented one seqmen 0f the AsagehafirTs family and he hought
his father’s house for 102 thalers well after $amru had established himself
as buyer and vendor. He acquired the house through purchase from
Asagehanffs children. " The transfer of Asa%ehann_’s house occurred after
his death and at later point in the course of lite of his children. This can be
understood from the fact that the purchase document is not included in the
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_Dakl)é%éMarqos record in which $amru’s land transactions were recorded
in 1899,

§amru consolidated his residential lands by exchange. Like his father
the church gave him rim lands. However, §amru bequeathed his rim land,
which he acquired through gift from the church, to Ras Haylu Takla-
Hquanot whom he also adopted.% He included in the document that his
children were not to challenge Haylu. This is his only disposal of property
to a person outside of his family. Samru passed the rest of his progert /10
his daughters whom we will meet below. These included Baharditu,
Tamasgan and Mentewab $amru. Only Mentewab added land through
mechanism other than inheritance. Mentewab acted as a mone%/. lender and
on her debtor failing to repay the debt he was forced to pass his ancestral
land to her in the village "of Yebesana a little distance southeast of
Martula-Maryam. This 15 the onlg acquisition of additional land to
$amru’s property by Mentewah. $amru made Baharditu alaga, main
successor or inhéritor of much of his .Eroperty, and the rest of his property
was divided among his children. Unlike the church title, alaqa here refers
to the right given to part of the family Fropertfy which is not subject to
division. The process of the disintegration of Asagehann’s lands was
completed in a very dramatic way during the lifetime of his grandchildren,
I.e. during the lifeof $amru’s children. In folio 227r there 15 a document
recording the transaction of §amru’s daughter, Tamasgan, who sold her
portion of the residential sites she inherited from her father to Ras Haxlu
for a 100 thalers. Moreover, Tamasgan resold the house of Asagehann that
$amru had purchased from his S|bI|n?.s at a price of 130 thalers to the
same purchaser, Haylu, at the net profit of twenty-eight thalers. Another
important disposal of Tamasgan is found in folio 227r which records the
transfer of a residential site which the woman inherited from her father
through sale to Haylu at the price of 100 thalers. In folio 225r the daughter
of Asagehann called Wayzaro Dabritu sold her portion of the residential
land that she inherited from her father for fifty thalers, a%am to Haylu.
The extensive sale of As&gehann’s children ‘in the 1910s and 1920s
brought them 380 thalers, many times more than Asagehann’s and
§amfu’s purchase prices Put_ together. Indeed a transfer on this scale and
In such a short space of time from a single family to one individual
(Haylu) is not to be met elsewhere in the Reglst,ers. Whether the
descendants of Asagehann sold their town properly in excess of their
needs or not can not be known from the records. The process of the
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breakdown of Asagehann’s town property was completed within the
lifetime of his grandchildren. This is a very fine testament to the low
degree of trans-generational continuity especially with regard to
property. o

What all this means is that concentrated holdings could not survive
the life span of many generations. Perhaps the increase in land values
provided incentive to sell land. Haylu was probably one of the richest
persons in the country in the early decades of the twentieth century. Only
rich persons like him' could afford to buy land at any price and to whom
individual owners were prepared to make outright sales. That explains
why a great deal of Asagehann’s family property went into the hands of
new owners, in particular to wealthy and powerful people like Haylu who
could readily afford to make large investments, Abdussamad in his
doctoral dissertation on the economic history of GoHam in the early
decades of the 20th century has recorded the [and purchases of Haylu in
other rparts of the region. Haylu also heavily invested his moriey at
Martula-Maryam on the purchase of residential lands, houses and
agricultural fields in the surrounding villages of Marfula-Maryam. He
acquired lands throu%h all kinds of means, including gift and adoption. He
invested a total of 1442 thalers on building plots, houses and_ agricultural
fields. There are innumerable numbers of documents involving Haylu.%
Thus, there was at one and the same time dispersal and concentration of
holdings. Very few of the town and agricultural lands at Marful-Maryam
and its immediate environs remained unsold. Sale brought in at one ‘and
the same time new landowners and eliminated old ones. Similar typical
Eamllltes exist whose property documents ellre carefully preserved in the

egistry. _ | _

Thanks to this record of land transaction one is able to explore the
changes in land value over the time spread of eighty years, from about the
1840s to the 1920s. These particular documents compel a view that land
value had increased tremendously over the century. The examples of the
two families discussed above will have to suffice to draw conclusions
about the history of land transfers and land values between the 1840s and
1920s. The series of documents of the families discussed above and
preserved in the Registry show that the same pieces of lands were dealt
and re-dealt with several times and there was constant change of land
ownership. The record heIRs to argue strongly in favor of an Increase in
land value. Undoubtedly there was tremendous increase in the value of
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land between the 1840s and 1920s. As we have seen above some of the
vendors sold land to Ras Haylu and to others in the 1920s sometimes at
the net profit of double their original prices in the nineteenth century.
Thus the Iprocess,of fragmentation in the 1920s was spurred by the
increase of land prices. Most of the sale documents do not tell the precise
dimensions of the lands transacted, the reference frequently occurring in
our records with regard to the size of land transacted bemP simply one
land, a bota, etc. Other things being equal around a century [ater the”same
piece of land was sold at many times its original price in the 1840s.

The discussion above shows the degree of freedom of land holders in
respect of user and transfer or alienation. What the historical record shows
is that although the theory says that a person could not acquire exclusive
and separate property right over a piece of land against other members of
the lineage group in actuality individual members could acquire absolute
ownership with rights of permanent alienation of their share of the
ancestral land by sale or other means of conveyance including to aliens.
The traditional canon of descent did not wholly limit individual rights to
mortgage, sell or otherwise transfer the land under their occupation
including alienation to non-relatives. By way of conclusion individual
members of the descent group could acquire the nature of absolute
ownership over his or her portion of the lineage land with rights of
alienating and selling.
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NOTES

The earliest transactions in the Gondar region took place arqund the
middle of the eighteenth century, see, Crummey, “Gonderine rim Land
Sales: An Introductory Descrl;f)tlon and Analysis”,pp.469-479.There is no
Provmon for the transaction of land granted t0 churches and individuals in
he earlier land grant charters, C.C.Rossini (ed. and transLiber
Axumae,\oLIll,  Corpus  Scriptorium ~ Christianorum ~ Orientalium
Paris, 1962).The alleged land charters for the Cathedral of Aksum by

ksumite Kings like Abreha and Atsebeha,GEbra-Masqal, etc. are not
reliable or were written based on memory of the original charters.
However, there are some documents recording land transaction in The
Land Charters of Northern Ethiopia, edited and translated by
Huntingford. Huntingford is of the opinion that the charters attributed to
ancient rulers tor the Cathedral of Aksum were committed Into writing
much later and was not hased on extant documents but traditions.

The earliest reference for land transaction in charters is the charter of
Walata-Isra’el which | have discussed in th? first and second chapters. It
coincides almost exactly with Zamdna Masafent.

ADaniel, Gebra-Hawaryat, MS. Yagwara Qwesqwam, 89, XV1.23-25.
X " Tarika Nagast Za-Etyopya, MS.Dabra-Warq, 89, Il, 11-33.

! Giy_or%is WSIda-Amid, MS.Dabra-Margos, foliol91recto.

Daniel Dersana Madehane-AJam, MS. Qiiranyo Madehane-Alam, 89,1V,
26-36,Mazgah MS.Mofa Giyorgis, and Habtamu, “A Short History of the
Monastery ofMarfuIa-MarK/?_m ,ap[gendlx no. VI.

Informants, Wdyzaro Michu Dasyalaw, interviewed (at Martula-
Mar am% on 29/07/02, Emahoy BayanSch Tamrat, interviewed (at Mota)
n 21/02/08 and Ato Ayanaw Tezazu. This seems to be the rationale
behlr]d Sehin and $amru’s documents recorded in different places though
not clearly stated.

Bmaz ab, MS.Dabra-Marqos, folio 47recto -47verso.

" See Dagiqa Nabeyat, MS.Marfula-Maryam, folio 1v, and 212v, etc.
“Ibid, folio 235v, 232r-232v, 240v, 2421, 262r

BDaniel Wanna—MSz%/elxb, MS.Dabra-Eliyas, 89, XVIII, 9-3L

1 Mazgah, MS.Dabra-Marqos, folio 15recto.

b Daniel, Gebra-Hawaryat, MS.Yagwara Qwesqwam, 89, XV1.23-25.
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BMazgah, MS.Dabra-Marqos, folio25recto.
T Informant Abba Ababa Janbare, interviewed (at Motm on 11/08/02.
]8Maz?ab MS.Mota Giyorgis, Dagiqa Nabeyat, MS.Martula-Maryam. |
was in roduced to one of them on which this chapter is based during a
Ile||€'\3’0rk for writing BA thesis on the monastery of Marjula-Maryam.

id.
2 Crummey, Land and Society, p. 166.
2 Habtamu, “A Short History of the Monastery of Martula-Maryam”,

20.
géThe influential charters including the charter of Mota allowed the
dabtara a right of free disposal of rim lands; see also the %rowth of the
commercialization of land in Crummey, Land and Society, p-1 66.
23 See notes number 35,39,45,48 and 50 below.
2 Daniel, Wangel, MS. Mota Giyorgis, 89, VIII, 31-36.
5 Mazgah, MS. Dabra-Marqos, folio 49recto.
& Daniel, Wangel, MS.Mota Giyorgis, 89, VIII, 31-36.
27 bid.
B1bid.
A bid. _
jUDaniel, Tarika Nagast Za-Etyopya, MS.Dabra-Warg, 89, Il, 11-33.
See note number 29 above,
2 Mazgah, MS.Mota Giyorgis.
B Ibid.
3 1bid.
D Ihid. .
%I%aglqa Nabeyat, MS.Martula-Maryam, folios261 v-262r, 232v, 195v.
id.

Ibid.

Ibid. folio243v.

Ibid, folio232v and 195v.
Ibid. 205v, 195v, etc.
' {Blg folio240recto, 262recto.
id.

lbid.

Ibid. folio241v.
Ibid, folio238recto.

Ibid. folio254recto.

Ibid. folio 189recto, 241 verso.

Sas RESEESE8Y
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f4§!§()eg6rqote number 10 above, Dagiga Nabeyat, MS.Martuia- Maryam

Dagiqa Nabeyat, folio226r. o
CI.Guti_di, Annales Regum Slyasij ﬂAetth_Iyq as\./Cor_pusS Sprle)thlum
qulg [ﬁg?irslfq]919f,lep%.lum' Criptores Aethiopici,Versio, Series Altera

v
Informants, Ato Dasse, Magabi Ayahu.
See note no.49 above,
YDagiga Nabeyat folios212r, 226v, 249r-249v.These folios contain
documents recording bequeathals of property involving adoption between
brothers and sisters. On folio folio212r a certain Mamner Eshate adopted
the son of his brother called DarsSh Eshate and bequeathed all his
%operty including his house, in 1897 E.C. On folio 226v a certain
dyzaro Mentewah adopted her sister, Ya$h|hara% and bequeathed all her
property atﬂd trest land ‘to r%er. Otr{er folios cgln ain similar documents
recording the transmission of property among siblings.
Alb_lg,l}g[lo borecto. PrOPETY &mong siviing
6 1bid, folio 189recto, 205 verso and 241 verso.
Ihid, foiiobbrecto.
Blbid, folio253recto.
D Ibid folio219recto.
@ 1bid, folio226 recto.
ol Ihid.

& Ibid, folio222verso.
&Ib‘} ! folio231verso, 226verso and 253recto

& Ibid. 2 12verso.

67 1bid, 2 13recto, 219verso.

gllglg folio254recto, 261 verso.
id.

P Takle, “Ya Gojiam Tarik”, pp.86-87.
Dagl(ia Nabeyat, folio 195recto.

T Ibid. folio227verso,

B1bid, folio23 Iv.
Ibid, folio236verso, 226recto.

b Ibid, folio227verso.
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B Ibid. foliolrecto, 29recto, 86recto, 85verso, IlOrecto, 162recto,
162verso-163recto, etc.
%ﬁ)@glqa Nabeyat, folio Iv, 2v, 127v, 193r, 194r, and 21 Or.
id.

Mlbid. folio221r.
8 1bid, 22 Ir, 222r.
& Ibid, folio84v, 132r, 154r, 191v, 193r, 196r, 66v and 2v.
& Ibid. foliol93r.

Ibid. folios2v and 193recto.
8 Ibid. folio 193recto.
& Ibid. folio 154r, 132r, 208r, 22r and 222r
& Ibid. folio205v
& Ibid, folioslv, 2v, 84v, and 84r.
B Ihid.folio84v. 1v,25v,64r,93r, 127r, 194r, 194v, 198r and 199r.
& Ibid. folio2v.
9 Ibid. folio214v. .
q Informant, Wayzaro Michu. ,
P Giyorgis Walda-Amid, MS.Dabra-Marqos, folio 191 recto.
&Dagl%a Nabeyat, folio205v.

Ibid. tolio219r.
%]bid, folios225r, 225v, 227r. .
%" Ibid, folios 218recto through to folio228v are full of documents
recording Haylu’s purchase and other forms of transaction, cf. for the
extensive land purchase of Haﬁlu see Abdussamad H.Ahmed, "GOJhami
Early Merchant Capital and the World Economy 1901-1935" (PH.D.
glosgertatlon, University of Ilinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1986), pp.198-
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CHAPTER FIVE

EXPLAINING ETHIOPIA’'S ECONOMIC STAGNATION:
LAND TENURE AND THE  PROBLEM  OF
UNDERDEVELOPMENT.

The perplexing issue of agrarian crisis that afflicts Ethiopia so frequently
and with a shocking intensity has helped to shift the focus of historical
discourse to agrarian matters. The most evident sign of stagnation of the
econom%/ is the phenomenon of recurrent famine, a phenomenon that is
almost .ecomln? an inevitable part of normal life in the country, in the
recent history of Ethiopia. Indeed no historical phenomenon and process
has been as intriguing and stimulating for historiographical and scholarly
debate as the problems of cyclical agrarian crisis and the resultant human
ca_tastro]phe. and economic retrogression.L Impressive arrays of variables,
with differing analytical validity, are forwarded in explaining Ethiopia’s
economic stagnation in the agrarian hlst.orlograPhlcaI, discourse. The
debate on the problem of economic stagnation is still going on and is far
from being resolved. However, the trend of current hlstorlo%raphy, some
studies excepted, is to emphasize the material structure as the reason for
the agrarian crisis and perpetual economic Stagnation. _

~ Certain of the basic issues raised in the recent agrarian
historiography of Ethiopia may be examined in light of my findings. And
it is with respect to agrarian matters in Partlcular that the institution of
zegendt is very illuminating. Zegendt will give one a firm and sufficient
?round from which to discuss some of the problems of underdevelopment.
t helps to clear up the path towards a sober understanding of the nature of
the Ethiopian polity and the classic problem of underdevelopment.
However, there is no space to repeat all of the main arguments outlined in
the scholarl¥ discourse. Thus since it is too difficult to Summarize in a few
pages all of the issues involved in the debate, I shall restrict myself to
showing the major lacunae in the hlstorloPraphy on the subject based on
the insights from my finding and to a relatively narrow question of the
change In the a?rarlan structure in the twentieth century Ethiopia.

As has already been alluded to above, the emphasis of current
scholarship on agrarian studies is that what to a great extent determined
civilizations and the economic advance or retardation of countries is the
nature of the material structure stemming out of the prevalent property
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and social relations of production. This is too evident in the recent
agrarian historiography of Etthﬁ;a. Therefore, the dominant assumption
in" the conventional “agrarian _|stor|ographf/ of Ethiopia is that the
prevalent forms of material relations especially property relations have to
a great extent determined the socio-economic trajectory the country took.
One such strand of ar?_uments_ has wanted the Prqperty system to be the
reason for the low quality of life in Ethiopia hisi orlcaIIY especially for the
period between the sixteenth through to the first halt of the nineteenth
centuries. This period was the time when the seeds of cafltallsm were
sown and became full blown in Western Europe. In effect the study is a
subtle attempt to explain the absence of parallel development in Ethiopia
and why capitalism was not replicated in the country while it took place
elsewhere in the west, o _

_ Merid, who is a proponent of this view, does this so forcefully. The
period between 1500 and 1850 is viewed to have constituted one historic
continuum during which the Ethiopian state was moving cyclically and
“purposelessly.” According to Merid, there was hardly anything of the
sort, even the trends towards what could legitimately be called linear
i)rogressmn in the socio-economic trajectory of the country during this
ong historic continuum. The rhythmic rise and fall in the fortune of the
statt and the monarchy stemmed from the nature of the material
structure.2 Looking back from the end of the nineteenth century at the
modes of the socio-economic operation of the Ethiopian state one can
observe hardly any major break away from the forms of material structure
and economic traditions in the_countr?/ a century earlier. Thus, th_ou?h the
study under review does stop its analysis in the middle of the nineteenth
century, it is possible to project the modes of the socio-economic
operation of the Ethiopian state J)rlor to 1850 discussed by the proponent
of this to have applied till the end of the century. . o

Merid holgs that there was neither individual private ownership in
land nor a positive element in the tenure system of the country strong
enough to destroy the structure of rest. The material structure
encapsulated by rest is viewed to have been impervious of individualism
since it was based on communal ownership and condemned Ethiopia to
underdevelopment. Individualism is viewed to have been a necessary
preconditions for breaking away from the feudal relations of production
ultimately to dglve rise to capitalist patterns of production relations (though
the study under review does not actually use the word capitalism). What
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all this means is that the communal base of land ownership less stimulated
peasants for increasing productivity and the long term price of this
communalism was the impoverishment of the country. “Because hard
work had no lasting reward and communal ownership of land allowed
little latitude for individualism the energies of people, particularly of the
more. ,enterﬁ,rlsmg ones, channeled themselves into socially approved
activities which brought more respect than wealth.™

“Gult too is taken to have dispirited inventiveness and effort for
maximum production by the peasantry or the ruling class. Arguments and
conclusions of this kind are based on‘a simple theory and the premise that
qult does not involve ownership and property right In land. For Merid the
extortionate rulln? class, who controlled the' Ethiopian peasants, was less
interested in what could be producedfrom the land than what could be
extracted from the peasant since there was no ﬁroperty owning hy the
social elite in the long history of Ethiopia through gult. According fo the
study by Merid, the Pult system made the ruling class to involve
themselves in a painful’ and destructive internecine struggle. “The Fult
s?/stem, the reverse side of the rest form of tenure, made out of the ruling
classes ever hungry predators, always destroying the administrative
institutions which they wanted to build.”4 All this is understood to have
stemmed from the weakness of the property system. Of course, this is an
orthodox ar%ument in Ethiopian agrarian “studies. Merid concludes his
study with the following claim, “In the final analysis therefore Ethiopian
society was one where emperors, noblemen, soldiers, peasants and traders
were all insecure, a society where even the law of the u_ngle would seem
fair and where individualism and the creativeness of which comes from it
never took root.”5

Though put in different terminologies the views of a number of other
scholars on Ethiopia’s economic stagnation under the imperial regime are
essentially similar to the one outlined above. The traditional land tenure
system s said to have continued to i)rqwde a stronger, more rigid barrier
t0 the dissolution of pre-capitalist relations of production till the last days
of the imperial regime. Though not denying the penetration of capitalism
into the country in the last days of the imperial regime the proponents of
one such a view represented by Cohen and Weintraub hold that the force
exerted by capitalism was not Strong enough to bring a breakdown of the
structure or the framework of the peasant economy and the rest system of
tenure. For instance rest is believed to have been a major bottleneck for
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commercial _fa_rmlnrq and providing bank services or mortgage because it
was not individually held and hence could not be transferred out of the
lineage. For all these reasons capitalist forms of production relations did
not occur in Ethiopia espemaII)(Nln_the northern provinces.0 o
_Cohen and his coauthor Weintraub confidently hold that EthIOPIa’S
failure to grow along cagltallst lines is attributable to the forces of the
nobility or the resistance by the upper classes that stood against chan_?e in
the agrarian institutions.” The nobility deliberately halted capitalist
relations of production fearlln? that this would erode their material interest
and lead to a possible social revolution, f‘[lt]he answer is that decision
makers know agro-technolodgy causes social change, and that in many
?arts of the countay the land tenure system inherited from the Ethiopian
eudalism is bound to warp social chan_%e in ways ultimately threatening
to the maintenance of the traditional polity and the landed economy."
Unlike many other scholars who wrote on the subgect Bahru Zewde
emphasizes the existence of an evident trend in the transition towards
capitalism which was set in train in the count% in the early twentieth
century. The agrarian structure in the southern half of the country was
belng transformed to a capitalist manner in a piecemeal fashion. Bahru
has documented this evident movement in the direction of capitalism in
connection with a theoretical discussion on the nature of the absolutist
state that emerged in the early decades of the twentieth century. For Bahru
the social formation, which Ethiopia was in since the early décades of the
twentieth century to the last years of the imperial regime, is a mixture of
feudalism and incipient capitalism. _ _ o
In such categorization the picture that is evoked is the beginning of
the erosion of feudal relations of production and the transition towards
embrronllc capitalism. He argiues that a process of further and further
privatization with the resultant concentration of land in the hands of few
people was set in train in the twentieth century in the south. It is
apparently, among other things, the phenomena of increased land sale
privatization and absolutization of tenure in the pre-Italo-Ethiopian and
post-Italo-Ethiopian  war that are stressed and presented as useful
empirical material for explaining the development of capitalism and the
rendering of the social formation as feudo-bourgeois, one between full-
blown feudalism and nascent capitalism.8The emergence of an impressive
albeit small scale mechanized agriculture and commercial farming in
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some parts of the south in the sixties has lent credence to the argument
that the society was tilting towards capitalist patterns. _

Adhana Haile, who has done the most detailed work on famine and
the problem of famine causation to date, represents dissenting opinion to
Bahru. He holds more or less the same position with Merid and
questioned the validity of the argument of the emergence of the feudo-
capitalist state in Ethiopia. He has pieced together the many strands of
arguments that have sought to come to grips with the problem. Adhana
has provided a detailed critique of a variety of views on the problem of
Ethiopia’s underdevelopment.9 In view of its importance for my study this
work needs to be discussed and reviewed in some detail. As mention has
already been made the major premise of Adhana’s study is that there was
verY little or no change in respect to the land tenure system in the last daYs
of the imperial era from the former period (pre-war period) the only
difference being that the state under HayJa-Sellase had Ereater coercive
capacity than ever before. Adhana emphasizes the remarkable continuity
of the political and economic traditions of the Ethiopian pollt¥, a tradition
that was impervious or impermissible to economic change. The advance
in military technology helped the imperial state to have ?reater coercive
capacity and to make strong intervention into local situations. However
the imperial state did not cause the destruction of older social and
economic institutions by using its greater coercive capacity. 1

Adhana emphatically attacks the “feudo-bourgeos” as a concept,
largely cnpmzmg that the"country was essentially feudal and its economic
world” basically that of peasant. "He further contends that the process of
some degree of privatization and the beginning of commercial agriculture
in some parts of the country can not be regarded as a.testlmonz/ that the
Ethiopian society in earI}/ decades of the twentieth century was
qualitatively different from the earlier period. He argues that without any
analytical credentials to what it means scholars have often unjustifiably
characterized the Ethiopian state as a blend of feudalism and capitalism,
“[tl]o call this society feudo_—caﬁ)ltallst IS, to emphasis relativity more than
balance, surely to be Bedantlc. t was essentially peasant and feudal; and it
IS unreasonable to blame pre-capitalist property relations for havin
blocked capitalist development in agriculture and the country at large.”
The changes that marked the last days of the imperial regime out from the
previous period are limited to the level of patterns of surplus appropriation
and the phenomenon of greater money use. Appropriation of agrarian
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surplus was converted from tribute in kind to taxes in cash in the post-war
period. However, the view has it that the monetization of the economy
and the qbrea_ter coercive power of the state could not constitute an
empirical basis to qualify and legitimately call the Ethiopian society and
economy one evolving fowards capitalism in as long as taxation did not
bring fundamental chan?e in the agrarian relations. . _
Adhana holds that “Ethiopia was, historically speaking, certainly
much more closer to the world capitalist system now than at any time
before, but to claim that that closeness had, during the 1900-1935[period],
wrought “modem TpOlItIC_al economy” and a bourgeosification of “some
elements of the feudalists in power” in Ethiopia is to mistake the
phenomena of the use of money and the quest for it for “modernity” and a
social process linked with capitalist development.”'2 One important
reason offered for seeing contln_un¥ in the agrarian and social relations of
Eroducilon and leading to a rejection of the existence of capitalism for
thiopia by this study is the absence of well-developed land and labor
markets in the imperial period. Despite its reco%mtlon of the existence of
land concentration and land grabbing in the fast days of the imperial
regime the proponent of this view does believe that the mechanism of
transfer was traditional and not impersonal, and hence cannot testify to the
existence of capitalism. The economy and the society was essentially
peasant and rural and there was little or no production and social relations
along capitalist lines, _ _ _ _
What is equally stressed and viewed is the static or unchanging
structure of peasant economg and the minimal influence exercised by the
world C&Pllahst economy. Capitalist farming, where it existed, did not
displace the peasant economy or break up the material structure of the
country to make way to capitalist agrarian relations through the
development of commercial ones. Local or internal socio-economic
dynamics suitable to the birth and development of capitalism is believed
to have been absolutely lacking. The country’s economy was not
integrated into the capitalist world economy; it simply “engaged with”
(the phrase is Adhana’s) the latter. Adhana adds: “It was not, as |
understand it, in its [the’ country’s] design to become capitalist, but it
en%a?e_d with it and could not but carry the stamp of that_engagement.”%
What is important from the point of view of my study is that the work
under review squarely states that the property system had not caused any
obstruction in the possible forward stride of the country’s economy along
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capitalist lines. “In the country at large, even areas which had a social
regime that looked like the European feudal system had remained pre-
capitalist. These in themselves are sufficient proofs that the argument
which sug?ests resistant pre-capitalist production property relations as the
cause for Tack of capitalist development of the country “is misplaced for
the imperial period of 1941-74." %

Adhana holds that the argument by scholars that the weakness of the
ﬁroperty system retarded economic “advance and capitalism has a
istorical wisdom and analytical validity for the period prior to 1941, To
project the modes of operation of the property system of the bygone
centuries to the last days of the imperial regime, accordm? to this view,
does not have any analytical Va|IdI'[?{ for it to_be of much help." The study
holds that the pressure from capitalism and its impact on the old patterns
of agﬂrarlan and ropertﬁ relations was very minimal to break up the
structure ofthe latter. “The truth is that, during the 1941 -74[period], these
institutions [rest and quit] had not been subjected to capitalist pressures
and stimuli.”® The Tavorable conditions, which could have driven
agricultural production into the patterns of commerce and differentiation
are not simply material relations. Instead the absence of urban base
manufacturing and tr,admg{_i)roposed by this view as one reason to explain
the failure of Ethiopia to Tilt towards Capitalism makes a lot of sense. “In
general, that which should stimulate and pressed on peasant economy for
capitalist development (trade and manufacture based urbanization) was
not only very weak even by the last year of the imperial state, but its
structure was of an exogenous graft in character more than of an internal
Process of capitalist development.” 7 Adhana makes a subtle proposition
hat any argument can hardly be convincing in itselfto be of much help in
analyzing the problem of Ethiopia’s agrarlan history unless it incorporates
town centered trading relations and manufacturing in towns in the
discussion.
~ Tekalign whom we have met in the beginning of the study writes in
similar vein thou(?h he presents some dissenting opinions on certain issues
to the established historiography. He has done an extensive work on the
issue of land tenure focusing on southern Ethiopia especially the region of
Shawa from a perspective contrary to the conventional historiography.
The study under review ?resents a very balanced Judﬂment on the
problem of dispossession of the southern peasantry. It challenges the old
conception of massive eviction of the peasantry. He has convincingly
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showed the discrepancy between documentary prescription and the reality
on the ground. However, he shares m_an%/ similar views with Adhana on
the important problem of the change in the agrarian relation of twentieth
century Ethiopia. He holds that despite the purported destruction of the
old patterns of property relations the material structure remained
essentlaIIY the same down to the last days of the imperial regime. Emperor
Hayla-Sellase is said to have been protectionist of the age-old property
relations and put up strong opposition against land transfer through sale
rather than working towards privatization and the intensification of
capitalist forms of production relations. Tekalign explains the action of
the emperor in terms of his interest to stop landed property from beln_? de
facto F%vatlzed and concentrated in a few hands to become political
capital.

_p However, Tekialign’s own study show that restrictions on the
alienation of land do not mean of course that there was not land transfer
through sale. Several important consequences stemmed from the extensive
imperial land (t;ran_ts. Without abandoning the view that the imperial land
grants did not bring significant re-arrangement in the organization of
production and in rural social structure, Tekalign argues the emergence of
an extensive land transfer and trade in land in the regions he studied. The
%rants led to a fairly well developed land market in southern Ethlogga.B

he following observations can be made hased on Tekallgln’.s study. First
an increasing number of grants of land by the state to individuals created
the condition for class conflict between the rural population and the
grantees. This is because though theoretically the land (Iuven. out to
Individuals by way of grant was supposed to be government land in actual
fact the land"turned over to the holding of the beneficiaries of the grant
came from the rural population. .

The rural population defended their property at best they could to
prevent it from falling into the hands of grantees. The grantees on their
part tried to grab land from the former by creating every excuse and
refer_rm? to the terms of the grant document but most |mp0rtantli/ by
manipulating the fluidity of the traditional land holding system. A large
amount of land sale was effected through the working or mechanism of
the traditional land tenure system than because of any new and conscious
Follcy towards privatization. Therefore, Tekalign’s view on the means of
and ?.rabbmg b?/ individuals during the last days of the imperial regime is
essentially similar to Adhana. He is also among the major exponents of
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the thesis that there was not significant commercial farming and
fundamental change in the forms of agrarian organization. He emi)haslzed
that most landlords grew their crcy)s not accor mfg to commercial criteria
but to meet their consumption demands. The forces of a commercial
system of production on the Ethiopian economy were not strong enough
t0 break down the peasant economy.2) _ _

As a whole the discussion above predominantly points to the fact that
notwithstanding some minor differences most scholars, Bahru excepted,
tend to explain the lack ofeconomic dynamism in Ethiopia in terms ofthe
weakness of the property system. However, this line of interpretation of
the agrarian history of Ethiopia does not have empirical base. The study
has amply demonstrated the fact that rest was not impervious_to
individualism, 1t did not rigidly %Je_r_ate against individual rl?ht. The
material and insights from Eastern Gojjam present a serious challenge to
this idea. The discussion on zegenat ampI){ shows how inadequate IS the
ar%ument that the property system especially qult and including rest was
inhibitive of individualism. The property system can not fully explain the
problem of poverty and underdevelopment. Though further research is
undoubtedly necessary the discussion in this work clearly shows that the
institution 0f zegendt ‘seems to have worked closely akin to feudalist kind
of terms or lines as it existed in Europe. In dther words the socio-
economic_operation of the institution of zegendt can enable one to
describe it justifiably as feudalistic, and the class interaction between
landlords and zegas was in the nature of all relationships that can be called
serfdom in Marxist hlstorw?raghlcal tradition. Private or individual right
was neither lacking nor negligible. Not onI}/ was there private property in
land but also turn_lnP the rest holdmﬁ of the peasants into individual
holdings by the social elites created such rights. .
~ Private proP_erty normally co-existed with communal ownership
without interruption” for quite a considerable time. To be sure, the
communal character of rest might have imposed some limitations on the
exercise of the right of individual members of the lineage group.
However, though the researcher does not have the objection to the point
that the lineage might have exercised some degree of influence on
individual members of the descent group, it can not be interpreted as an
absolute barrier to individualism or inventiveness and a handicap for
economic advance. Moreover, the stud){ has rejected the idea that qult was
only tributary right. What all this entails is that the argument that sees the
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agrarian_foundation of the state to have been a major bottleneck for the
economic advance of the country and cause for its perennial stagnation
has not much validity. _ ,

‘The argument that land especially rest could not be mortgaged is
empirically wrong or at best partially holds true for only some parts of
Ethiopia. Two reasons may be advanced to think to the contrary; first as,
we have seen extensively in chapter four, individuals acquired and lost
their land because of impersonal reasons like credit stringency, etc. In
short there was proprietary nght in land in the modern sense of the word.
Second, there was fuII_r!ght opportunity of alienation and acquiring of
property in land by individuals through sale and purchase. The argument
against the existence of private property and land sale loses sight of the
evidence of extensive land sale and a well-developed land market in
northern Ethiopia. This has all too often resulted in serious
misunderstanding of whole historical processes. The parameters often
cited to argue against or in favor of the existence of private property or
not and thereby categorize the economic system as feudal or otherwise
are the lack of right to transfer land throuqh sale or the concentration an
acquisition of land _throulgh (impersonal) mechanisms like debt and
mortgage. Ifthe defining element and the yardstick to measure the degree
of ownership right over land exercised by individuals is the presence of
land sale, then 1t was a general practice In Eastern Gojjam from at least
the second half of the eighteenth century. The argument that land
(especially rest land) was un-saleable and the mechanism and system of
concentration or acquisition of land when it did exist was traditional rather
than impersonal can no Ion%er, in my oleqn, be sustained.

The vested interest ofthe ruling class in not allowing capitalist forms
of property system also not onI%/ still less explains the problem of the
origin of underdevelopment but has no empirical %round at all. It is both
moot and misconceived. The historical record shows that if the
opportunity arose the big nobility were keenly interested in agro-
technology and they made a véry bold starf in commercial and
mechanized farming 1n the southern parts of the country.2L Therefore, the
argument by Cohen and Weintraub that the ruling class blocked the
introduction ofagrq-technolog?/ and a change in the agrarian institutions
of the country by itself is not a valid argument if it cannot be shown
empirically. Without such empirical base, the assertion that the feudal
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nobility blocked capitalist pattern of economic development s
unconvincing. -

_ Without risking contradiction in my argument the researcher concurs
with one major premises of Adhana’s study. What sounds valid in
Adhana's study is that it does not, though on a different ground from the
researcher, wholly place the failure of thIO?Ia to develop capitalistically
for the years from 1941 to the last days of the imperial regime on the
weakness of the Property system" However, Adhana has moved only a
little distance further from the conventional historiography on the subject
of Ethiopia’s underdevelopment. The view of the researcher is that the
Property system did not obstruct any possible forward economic stride of
he country even historically and before 1941, since what is most often
assumed fo have been missing in the Ethiopian context for possible
progress and economic dynamism, namely private property and a land
market, were present in those times too. The phenomena of land sale, as
has been discussed earlier, did not emerge as the result of some kind of
foreign influence. It was wholly an Ethiopian affair. Despite a vigorous
dismissal of all the views which"hold the material structures of the countr
as the reason for the retardation of the economy in the post war period,
Adhana has neither empirically nor ana]ytlcallg proved the proposition
that lack of urbanization based on trading and manufacturing was the
reasons for the failure of Ethiopia to break into capitalism. Thus with no
documenting and proof how much the absence of urbanization based on
manufacturing and commerce retarded the economy or capitalism in the
Etthﬁ).Ian context, then Ethiopia’s economic retardation becomes
inexplicable. Much work still remains to be done along this line.

The second major contention of Adhana’s study is his emphasize of
the static nature of the Ethiopian agrarian order, The researcher has not
any dispute with the argument that despite the existence of very promising
beginnings in agriculture along capitalist lines the society did not
fundamentally move away from feudalism. To be sure there was little
technical change in agricultural production and labor organization. The
cultivation technique remained static in most parts of the country.
However, the lack of change in technical forces of production alone offers
a very flimsy empirical base for describing the agrarian relations as static.
Unless one wants to be pedantic hardIE/ any compelling empirical material
could be found to prove the ar%umen against the existence of capitalism
or at least the trend towards it. Adequate proof should be provided to
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argue otherwise. Adhana’s interpretation sheds or loses its analytical
wisdom in so far as he emphatically argues in favor of an unchanging
agrarian order and against the existence of “capitalism” or the trends
towards it. The earlier agrarian order did not continue to exist unvarnished
well into the last days of the imperial regime mclud;n? in the northern
provinces. Therefore, despite the existence of some points of convergence
and divergence between Adhana’s work and some of my major premises
the historical record urges one to be cautious of his contentions and about
accepting it without some reservations. o

Bahru’s emphasis that the two ancient agrarian institutions ggult and
rest) continued to work in northern half of the country and that part of
Ethiopia escaped the experience and fate of the south in the imperial
period'J tends to telescope an older agrarian practice of the north Into a
view that it was a historical phenomenon that occurred ing in later times
and only in some areas. The ﬁrlmary agrarian processes in Eastern Gojjam
discussed in _the,pr.ecedlnﬁ c agters are similar in many ways to those of
southern Ethiopia in the fate 19hand 20hcenturies. My own view is that
although the process of privatization might have been speeded up in the
twentieth cen urY with increasing penetration of capitalism to the country
it was not wholly without precedent. Given the multiplicity of rim land
grants to churches in the second half of the nineteenth century we cannot
even guess at how much land was held in rest. The pattern of relationship
that came to be established between landlords and tenants in the southern
half of the country in the twentieth century is reminiscent of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries relationships between lord and zega.

The tendency to privatization, towards the direct personal control of
land, therefore, was not wholly a twentieth century phenomenon and not
only in southern parts of the country. Althou%h the absolutization of the
political power of Hayla-Sellase is said to have gradually changed in
certain kinds of private and capitalist property relations particularly in the
southern half of the countr%/ and in the last days of the |mger.|.al regime24
similar processes seems fo have occurred in Eastern Gojjam in the
RrecedlnP centuries. It is fJ]ustlflable to push back in time the precedent
istorical’ processes and the property system that developed in" southern
Ethiopia in the later days of Minilek Il and Hayla-Sellase and to argue for
it has taken place in eighteenth century Eastern Gojjam though in different
political and international contexts. ‘Nor was the phenomenon of land
concentration wholly unknown prior to the twentieth century. The cycle of
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concentration and dlsmte%ratlon of holdings started from early times and
continued right down to the twentieth century.As extensively discussed in
this study there was no legal restriction imposed on individuals to alienate
their proprietary rights in land including rest and the land market
continued unabated In the stU((ij area right down to the end of the imperial
reqime. Of course the land tenure system legalized land transfer.
Tekalign’s own study shows that imperial land grants had a tendency to
increase privatization and informal commercialization of land. Therefore,
one concomitant development of imperial land grants in the post-wiar
period is a land market.2 If we are to believe that concentration of land
and the existence of prlvate.pro‘perty were the essential pre-conditions for
the development of_capltallst orms of production relations, capitalism
was therefore potentially nascent a century before in Eastern Gojjam. It
was not land sale and privatization that was missing for capitalist patterns
of development. o . .
Though a full blown capitalist P‘att_elrn ofdeveIoFments did not exist
there are Indications that its potentialities were not absolutely lacking
even in the north including Eastern Gojjam. We have seen the prevalence
of agrarian relations akin to serfdom for the study area. There had also
occurred large redistribution of landed property and concentration of
revenue and” land in the hands of some' individuals. Ras Haylu II of
Gojjam proceeded to a private appropriation of land in the Martula-
Maryam area and elsewhere in the region. It is not surprising; therefore,
that he was probably the first to adapt to the possibilities of “capitalism’
oriented towards commerce as well as handicraft production in Gojjam.
He was a hudding capitalist and consummate merchant par excellence.
Haylu took all or a considerable part of the total revenue from his
ancestral province of Gojjam, One study has aptly concluded that “Gojjam
as a whole belonged bag and baggage to Ras Haylu.”2 His unscrupulous
grabblng of land and love for money has become almost proverbial. He
id not scruple to grab money at every o%portumty and from sources that
could have been considered shameful ‘in the eyes of the public at the time:
peasants, prostitutes, merchants, invalid beggars and others.2' Sufficient
accumulation of wealth enabled him to make a bold venture in business.
He turned this massive wealth appropriation into urban assets and
invested m,manr kinds of commercial activities. The most important of
these pertained to hotel husiness; taxi business, a cinema hall, etc.28 He
had alo under him extensive land in the province and also owned cattle.
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~ Other important evidence, which points to the penetration of an
incipient form of “capitalism” in the study area, is the “workshop” that
Haylu organized in Dabra-Marqos for the %roductlon of handicraft goods.
The feudal element in the organization of the process of production Is less
visible. The presence of a very strong supportive empirical material
tempts one to argue that a nascent “capitalist” line of development had
asserted itself in that region no matter how immature it was. We may
marvel how much more capitalistic than feudalistic was_the or%anlzatlon
and the purpose of the production in these “workshops” if we observe the
evidence of the following lines b%/ one of the artisans (Takla-lyasus) who
was a contemporary observer of those workshops organized by Haylu29

hilu (W *CT htiu fW
fl ~__fLhTn fIASW2CD- PHA
WiV ™t mvr nfrr

'fio MM nnm
(60 tfxa*'] 70y he*il oty

2PF-FFIA U crvi\6,?f AC'F
Vto-ih , FEFCY. APMAA AACAAA
TanVal naa h VAT +ea hol+ 2e
a.cnil: . f?f\é\lS'U P a.rc])’],thca
opa’r~inm. u ?” \
rth? &lml HA- a e U'EC7 hEnnj&
hfn-fl{’ np ~ m .pa”ox m tk

03 (ZDK“?FB.‘}?’fWA* i ARHERL 27 AL

vne- 79°% Ahca. VIT3 mAL(a UC
A'JW himtrax ffiC Pedcfr "> * 74
VAT P'fte* ?2W Mm. nal,* 77E..
J&tA# vncil ,  EXPF APy 7?2 P77'A> AC**
aa™ "iw? |ﬁ\f0| nfrr mat
pe2rn PhC'fl AVS
H>E Ail

After all this everybody lost hope. Besides being
saddened by the interruption of the service of drink
still more worse happened to the workers. During the
time of the king [Takla-Haymanot] the blacksmiths
used to receive measured quantity ofsilver and gold
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nuggets, those enaga?ed in castmg [repairing?] arms,
spade, Spear_ an Pqugh and the spinners and the
tanners received their " respective material through
their overseers and carried on their work in small
huts they have erected at their own places, When
their wives were out to fetch water and gather fire
wood they look after their house, On the réturn of his
wife he controlled such_domestic chores as cooking
dishes instructing his wife when the meal was ready
fo serve. He used to spend good times with his wifg
feeding. when he felt. hungry and submit his
production when he finishes his work through his
superintendent. However, Dajjach Seyoum rebukedV
disapproved the old s;rstem and ordered the workers
to come out of their place on to the open space and
made them work according to their specialization
based on the custom of Shawa. The reasons why he
transferred the place of work to open space were
because of his suspicion of the workers and his love
ofmoney. In the days of the King the workers were
free, % oreover], craftsmen in the_makln(ﬁ 0f velvet
cloth had the rlght_to take slice (slit) of cloth; those
engaged in_em ro;der% could take shreds of silk,
craffs associated with the working ofgold and silver
could take smelt ore of silver and broken piece of
gold, those crafts associated with the work of
repairing arms topk broken pieces of metal,
carpenters engaged in woodcraft could take chip of
wood. However, Dajjach SeYoum, violating the rules
established by the king [Tak a-H_aymanot!, appointed
overseers over the artisans to strictly control themfor
(he despoliation ofhis name. No bod*,could anymore
aspire to get from artisans even splinter of silk as
small as the size enoughfor wrap up ofamulet.

The production was not entirely luxury goods but goods to raise
money. Haylu turned the finished products of these craftsmen to cash
through oufright sale in the market. The organization of craftsmen by
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Haylu for production for the market is indicative of the fact that changes
along “Caflltahst’_’ manners were in train. This evidence should not have
been” neglected in the general discourse on the problem of Ethiopia’s
economic backwardness. _ o

Unfortunately, however, it was not a long way off that the initial
thrust for “capitalist” development and the fascinating beginnings in
business by Haylu in Gojjam and Addis Ababa were cut short following
his arrest in 1932. The early Erogres_s towards “capitalism” was brought to
a halt in the country as a whole with the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in
1935/6.9Thus it was rather because of the vagaries of the political system
that all too often denied the acumen of businessmen like Haylu time to
Progress .alonlg capitalist line than the absence of conducive élements in
he traditional land tenure system. Though its extent is hard to know the
practice of emFonlng agricultural laborers is also attested in the sources
and we cannot rule out the possible existence of a labor market in the
region/1 Moreover, some scholars have documented that the peasant
economy did not work independently and peasants contributed to the
market no matter how involuntarily they were forced to enter that market.
To attempt to explain the cou.ntr}/’s failure to cut into capitalist systems of
production relations merely in terms of the weakness of the traditional

roperty system would lead us astra¥ from the main issues. The causes of
thiopian “stagnation can not be entirely material cause. It must include
other causes like political and religious ones and no doubt others.

The early trend towards further and further privatization and
absolutization ‘of tenure continued after 1941, The state also had come to
have much coercive power and modern military technology strom}; enough
to make a deeper intervention in the affairs of local society. It established
a centralized apparatus to collect revenue destroying the intermediary
personnel between the state and the peasantry. In an a_rra%/ of edicts Hayla-
Sellase swept away an age-old feudal pnwlet};e and rights with the aim of
increasing his power and achieving fiscal centralization.2 .

_ Notwithstanding its .embr}r/]omc character, capitalism and commercial
agriculture was ﬁenetratlng the countryside. In an inferesting article,
which surveyed tne literature on the degree of commercial agriculture in
Ethiopia Dessalegn Rahmato concludes that immediately preceding the
1975 Ethiopian turn to compulsive socialism rural “capitalism ~ had
“evolved to a stage where it could be said that a form of incipient
capitalism was emerging in the countryside.”3 A budding and quite
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successful rural a?r_arla_n capitalism was expandm% rather rapidly in
various parts of Ethiopia during the last years of the imperial regime.
Some landlords started mechanized and” commercial agriculture” and
produced for the market. Those landlords who could not afford to use
more modem methods used their oxen and employed wage laborers to
produce for the market. The turn to mechanization and modem methods
of farming brought displacement and dispossession of tenants and peasant
farmers in some areas es?emally in the province of Arsi. Therefore, rural
capitalism generated further polarization and social me(%ua_llty in some
areas of Ethiopia. It attracted attention and was a subject of bitter criticism
by individuals in the intellectual circle.3 _ _

The social and economic system was based on very deep meguallty
and this social inequality had “apparently reached monstrous and later
intolerable proportion to some “individuals in the intellectual circle.
Therefore, the Intelligentsia opened a virulent and orchestrated campaign
against the imperial regime and its ruling ideals. The land tenure system
was singled out as one of the repositories or the root of the evils of the
social system and it was a target of orchestrated attack from both radicals
and reformists. Malaise in the economic and social conditions hecame
clear in the last days of the imperial regime in particular, However, the
beginning of discourse on the aﬂrarlan system of the country_in
intellectual circles can be traced back to the early twentieth century. The
intellectuals raised the issues of social justice and economic advance and
stru %Ie_d to achieve both. They argued for reform in the agrarian relations
to obtain rapid economic growth. Some stood agialnst concentration of
Poldm s and for the right to alienate property freely at one and the same
ime,

The agrarian structure and the social arrangements that came to be
known under the general rubric of gdbbar system were bitterly criticized.
Some also exposed the evils ofze%enat together with the gdbbar system
in the most powerful language.% Though we cannot exactl¥ know when it
became obsolete and fell into disuse, the )nstitulion(zegenat)sti\\ existed in
the early twentieth century. Perhaﬁs it took man}/ years to disappear and
dragged on till much later time than the early twentieth century.3 The
Z8([as, we can now say, continued to be treated as inferior at least from the
18l century, when the term is met frequently in land %rant documents and
church manuals, till the twentieth century. We have seen that the
makwanem and the dabtara constituted the highest stratum of the society.
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At the base of this social structure were landless zegas, gabbars and the
restdnna. One of the intellectuals of the early twentiéth century described
the harsh treatment and contempt that the nobility had towards the ze?as,
and the gabbars as in the following terms for which not even a perfect
English translation can fully capture the meaning and the powerful
expression of these lines.3
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“..It was as ifthe zegas, and the gabbars were their
own creation, and not, like them, God’ creatures, as
they shaped them into being out of mud, giving them
eyes, ears, neck and lips, and finally bre_ath;n%_llfe
into them. ™ The vigor of the corporate institutions
was still intact in the twentieth century. The agrarian
or material foundation of blg churches and
monasteries was still maintained despite the erosion
of a significant portion of their judicial rights. They
put up a very strong resistance against measures that
threatened to take away their material privilege.®

The government, though belaltedly, came to anreuate the need to
make intervention in peasant agriculture. The policy of helping poor
peasants by providing agricultural input and a ro-technolo?y Was
incorporated In the “government’s Five Year Development™  Plan.
Paradoxical as it may sound, the development incentives and intervention
by the government’ aimed at first helping poor peasants ended up
deepening inequality and ﬁromotln capitalist farming and big landlords.
As ‘indicated above, in the last days of the imperial regime eviction
became W|desBread and it was about the same time that big landlords
started a very bold venture in mechanized and capitalist farming in many
parts of the country.4
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~ The main criticism labeled against mechanization and commercial
agriculture was_peasant displacement and eviction. Mechanization entails
land concentration and consolidation of holding. The land so acguwed by
landlords was taken from the poor peasant farmers who were made to lose
their land. The peasants evicted in certain areas turned to wage laborers on
the capitalist and commercial farms. However, most of them were not
employed as wage laborers since agro-industry was not well developed
which could have opened rich possibilities for emplorment of surplus
agricultural labor. If the revolution had not disrupted the process, rural
agrarian  capitalism could have naturaI.IY_ expanded rather rapidly.
Dessalegn projected that around half a million people would have been
evicted and become landless by 1980s if the early trend to mechanization
and commercial agriculture was not interrupted by the darg.A>

Therefore, the slide towards capitalist farming was cut short with the
outbreak of the 1974 revolution. The ruling class was not able to grasp the
tempo of the social and political change in the country. Radical socialism
and Marxism were incorporated into the discourse of the intelligentsia.
The slogan “Land to the Tiller” became capable of wlnnm(}; ‘many
followers. Since the government and the radical intelligentsia had failed to
reach at consensus on the issue of land and achjeving social justice,
violence became a received wisdom either to maintain the status quo or to
bring change. Bloodshed was unavoidable and became an inexorable
manifest destiny and Ethiopia was in a hopeless impasse between 1974
and 1977.2 The revolution of 1974 swept away an age-old political
regime and imperial dynasty. The impact of the Tevolution on agrarian
organization is significant and Ethiopian society can be seen to have
undergone significant changes with reqard to agrarian relations. The old
Battern of agrarlan relations and the social relations arising out of this had

ecome a thing of the past. Land was redistributed hased on egalitarian
principles after the 1974 revolution. Private tenure was abolished and land
was held communally. However, the revolution did very little, or no, good
for the peasantiy and the country at large. The agrarian consequences of
political change espemallr in northern” Ethiopia can simply be labeled
adverse or catastrophic to the peasantry.43 -

Equitable distribution of land 5|mp1l% means redlstrlbutmg wealth and
could not achieve economic advance. Though what should be ?rown on
the land was left for a decision of the peasant the government had too
tight a grip on the peasantry and heavily taxed the latter under many
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guises. Simply wrong built upon wrong with serious consequences on the
peasantrﬁ/. The darg confiscated urban people who owned land in rural
areas. The impressive and promising initiatives in mechanized _aquculture
and commercial farml_n% in various parts of the countr% especia er in the
south were stifled which in turn resulted in economic backslide. Talking
in historical terms the darg's land policy had 5|m{JIy taken the countr¥ an
extraordinary step backwards. A paper submitted to'a graduate class of the
Department ‘of History algtly characterizes the darg$ land poll_cy{ and its
achievements in rural Ethiopia to have simply and essentially been
“equality of poverty.”4 o S

The land policy of the current regime is essentially similar to that of
the darg. The 1995 Ethiopian constitution declares that land is publicly
and government owned, There is a stront{; empirical su Port not to see or
make virtue out of public and government ownership of land. The cyclical
land redistribution that had been carried out since 1975 throughout the
country has created a reltgn of insecurity in the mentality of rural
communities. This state of condition is bound to immobilize peasants
from making some attempt in mcreasmﬁ productivity and from
developing their land. What the government should do now is to build up
the confidence and trust of the peasants on their property and work to
persuade them to use better seeds, use selective irrigation, etc. The
government can establish peasant confidence by promoting private
enterprises as examples. _ o

ublic and government ownership of land blocks the individualism
and creativeness that usually comes from private property rights on land.
Privatization of landed property and the right to free disposal of land helps
to dispel the FEI%_H of insecurity among rural communities. It will also
encourage consolidation and concentration of holding in the hands of
some individuals through the development of land market. Therefore,
promoting free market in land as a measure of consolidating holdings is a
necessary condition for developing commercial and mechanized
agriculture. Placing much authority in the hands of private owners has
much wisdom and would naturally facilitate the development of rural
capitalism side by side with trying to transform the peasant economy.
Transforming peasant economy in turn entails "introducing and
intensifying “agro-industry. Agro-industry would resolve any possible
social and” economic problems which rural agrarian capitalism may
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generate by giving work opportunities for peasants losing their land by
being wage laborers.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION

Notwithstanding the tremendous success registered by Ethiopian
historiography In_recent times and the enthusiasm and excitement of
scholars in unveiling the Ethiopian past, many aspects of Ethiopian
history still promise to continue as ylr%m |and for a few decades to come.
This 15 no less evident particularly in the field of social history than other
aspects of Ethiopian history. Of course social history could be pointed out
as one of the serious lacunae of Ethiopian historiography. Though there is
a hody of knowled%e_ and scholarly works which have achieved the status
of classics and established points of departure_in the field of economic and
political history, the social aspect of Ethiopian history suggests
possibilities of ‘new perspectives to what might be loosely  considered
orthodox in those areas of scholarly inquiry. This orthodoxy in political
and economic history of Ethiopiahas unconsciously made even local
studies, whose findings clearly contradict principles and systems often
stated as pa.n-I_Ethloi)lan and applying in all re([uons_of the country in the
past, to be timid. All too often, promising local studies has ended up with
conclusions which conform to this orthodoxy mainly because arguments
otherwise amounts to being foolishly daring. ©  ~ _
~As mention has already been made, social histoiy provides a very
exciting prospect for the “development of Ethiopian hlstorloFraphy.
Moreover, the resource to be had from this field will undoubtedly shed
([Lreat light on other aspects of Ethiopian hls.tor%._ This partly arises from
e nature of the sources for the study of social history. The Social history
of Ethiopia has to be teased out and come from sources which have very
little value to study rr])olltlcalland diplomatic hlstorY, sources which unlike
elitt documents “throw light on lower levels of socio-economic
relationship among the different layers of society. The study has chiefly
used documentation generated by and coming from the church. It is the
neglect of these sources that has resulted in the escape of some very
important social and agrarian institutions from the attention of scholars.
Indeed, one could not have missed the existence of such institutions as the
one discussed in this study with only the least time and energy expended
since it is stated in the ‘most unequivocal terms and in some of the
documents with almost unusual clarity. Moreover, a close analysis of
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these sources suggests an interpretation which can almost revolutionize
our knowledge on certain fields such as class and land tenure system. The
central theme of this study, zegenat, is one of such class or social
institutions anchored in the aﬂrarlan base structure which has so far
remained obscure and practically unknown in other regions of historic
Ethiopia. This institution has a tremendous bearing on our understanding
of the political economy of Ethiopia. Based upon the discussion in the
preceding chapters one can conclude with several observations.

Zegenat had very old roots going back to at least the seventeenth
century. This study has delineated the characteristics of the institution of
zegenat from the study of 18nand 19hcentury documents. Land that was
the main form of property in the past was the key point of interaction
between lord and zega and peasant, Ze?enat has close affinity to serfdom.
The term zeﬁa was applied to landless and subordinated individuals
working on the land of lords and under almost complete legal and socio-
economic domination of the lords. Though the zega class enAo ed freedom
of mobility and the bond established between the zega and the lord was
not hereditary, the obllgatlon of the zega towards the lord had the
hallmark of Servitude. The state and social elites exercised a very firm
control over land including rest land and over the labor power of the
peasants. Indeed, individuals who constituted the zega class in the
seventeenth century had originally been independent peasants working on
their own land. Lords also exercised far more direct control over
craftsmen although there were independent artisans workln% in their own
place. There were man()! artisan zegas working under the Tandlords and
whose obligation towards the landlords was similar to those of the farmer
Z6ga.

! Any discussion of the socio-econamic relationship between zega and
peasant and lord to be complete must include the way in which means of
production was customarily transferred from generation to generation.
Sale was the most dominant mode of property transmission. The factors
and concerns that led men to choose a particular type of mechanism of
property transfer were many, including debt. The pdrchasers and vendors
were both from the highest reach and the lower layers of society. Before
closing the study it remains to add a few things as a kind of postscript to
what had been said and argued so far. . o

As pointed out above zegenat was very important institution in the
local social structures of Eastern Gojjam. It also shows how inadequate is
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our knowledge of the land tenure system. It has a strong implication on
the existing interpretation of the land tenure system. An arqument, which
does not consult the evidence of zega, can only be doubtful. The new
category of zega and the institution that it embodies deserve analysis to
advance methodological understanding. Moreover, the institution is of
Frlme [m.Portance for the classic problem of underdevelopment and to test
he validity of the argument that says the land holding system has blocked
the possibility of the country’s devélopment along capitalist line.

It would certainly broaden the discourse on the nature of the
Ethiopian polity and the problem of underdevelopment to a certain level.
The forms of agrarian organization embodied hy zegenat should be given
Erlde of place. We have to explore local records and our grasp of

thiopian agrarian history and polity would certainly be inadequate in a
work that does not look at evidence for zega or zegenat. Just as zegenat
throw light on the nature of agrarian organization in Eastern Gopam it
might shed valuable light on the nature ofthe Ethiopian state as well.

Though the desire for modesty urges me to tone down my judgment
and language the researcher can not help ertln? that the discussion on
zegenat shows the absence of perceptive understanding of the nature of
the production and Property relations in the past. The researcher believes
that the forms of the agrarian relation in the country are least fully
understood in the hlstorlography. Tentatively the study would suggest that
sources are reassuring that the agrarian history of many regions of historic
EthIOPIa share many similarities with those pertaining to Eastern Gojjam.
The form of agrarian and social relations embodied in zegenat™ has,
therefore, significance for re-defining a pan-Ethiopian agrarian order
presently mlss_ln? in the historiography on the subject. We have to
privilege zega in the historical research into primary agrarian processes to
advance our'methodological understanding. o
~Another conclusion that one can make hased on the discussion above
Is that the property system did not inhibit the possible growth of the seeds
of capitalism. It ‘was not a deterrent to the economic development of
Ethiopian society. The point at hand is that thou?h the ground was
favorable for development towards the European pattern, capitalism was
not fully replicated In Ethiopia_and why this was so is something which
only future research has to unveil.
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