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A note on conventions

Data in Amharic has been transcribed according to the conventions of the Encyclopaedia
Aethiopica. All Amharic words that are written in transcription form are italicized. All
Ethiopian names have been transcribed accordingly unless the individuals have works
published in English. In that case, their names are written as the authors themselves have
written them in their works. Names of Ethiopian institutions are similarly presented in the thesis
without transcription.

Where transcriptions occur, the Amharic phrase is presented first, followed by the
transcription in italics and the English equivalent in single quotation marks.

In each chapter, each joke and reference is translated into English. The translation is
primarily done with attention to the desired meaning of the Amharic phrasing. Most often, each
word of the Amharic phrase has been translated but at times, some words may have been
abandoned in translation if the meaning achieved in the English is close to the Amharic without
them.

On references and citations, all sources by Ethiopian authors have been referenced with
the first and surname of the author. As for informants, all who have wanted to remain
anonymous have been marked with an English alphabet. All others have been named and their
names are provided as footnotes, with details as to the person, their occupation and place and

date of conversation or interview listed in the Appendix.
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Introductory Chapter
1 Introduction
1.1 Objectives

The objective of this dissertation is investigating the role of humor in Ethiopia’s capital city,
Addis Abéba, from 2005 to 2019. Addis Abdba has been Ethiopia’s capital since 1886 and is
today the center from which political and economic decisions of the country are made. It is
home to almost three million Ethiopians as of the 2007 census' and almost 28% of Addis
Abiba’s population is of the age 15 to 29.2

The time period 2005 until 2019 is selected for research because 2005 marks the year
when the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) conducted what were
considered the first free elections of the country.® The relationship Addis Abdba and the
EPRDF held following the elections until the end of EPRDF’s rule is central to the investigation
of humor in the capital city. By keeping this in mind, the dissertation attempts to answer the
following questions: what are the ways in which urban Ethiopians use humor, and what can be
understood about how they view their lives from their jokes? How are jokes used and what are
the contents of the jokes? What can be said about the socio-political and economic realities of
urban Ethiopians from their humorous popular expressions, sayings, and discussions? What
historical processes led to these realities that are expressed in the humorous expressions of the
city’s dwellers? Do rulers use jokes to address the public? If so, how? And finally, what can be

said about the relationship between Addis Abéba and Ethiopia’s government?
1.2 Statement of the problem

The primary motivation behind conducting this research was that Addis Abédba’s entertainment
sector, communal life and the political sphere as well were curiously dominated by humorous
content in this period. From social media engagements and parliamentary debates to
transportation as well as community meetings of both important substance and mere get
togethers, humor and laughter were common scenes. Humorous literary works of authors such
as Bawqétu Soyyum and Mdhammad Sédlman are widely read in the capital. Cinematography
as well as theatrical productions in Ethiopia are accused of being lazy for their mostly comedic

productions. There has also been a growing number of one-man comedy shows that address

! This is the last census that was conducted. Anon. 2019a.
2 Anon. 2012, 62.
3 Abbink 2006.

16



contemporary political and social issues. Spaces such as transport service providing minibus
taxis and buses are creatively used to make room for humorous declarations on themes that are
at the core of people’s lives. Since September 2020, new television competitions for the best
joke-tellers also exist. There are also shows where program organizers travel from one
neighbourhood in Addis Abidba to another broadcasting the jokes of each community. All the
more interesting is how jokes have become sources of news to young urban dwellers as well.

However, this is not an entirely new phenomenon. Ethiopian folklore puts men like Aldga
Gibra Hanna on a pedestal for their quick wit and humorous criticisms.* The author Arifd‘ayne
Hagos calls Aldga Gébra Hanna a philosopher because of his ability to make playful criticism
on any topic.> And such criticism appeared central to how comedy is experienced in Addis
Abiba. Criticism of social interactions, political situations, economic life, and of one another
seemed to take center stage.

Nevertheless, assuming humor is only used as a tool of criticism is a narrow way of
conceptualizing the value of humor in Ethiopia. There is also considerable value given to the
poetic and aesthetic nature of jokes as joking is considered a form of written and non-written
art.

This thesis analyzes the poetic as well as the critical role of humor in Addis Abéba to
show how people view their country, their politics, their economic and social realities, and how

rulers also use humor when addressing the public, or amongst one another.
2 Working definitions for humor and related words: Pun, Satire, Irony, and Wit

Scholars agree that the term ‘humor’ is difficult to define. Most hold that it developed its
contemporary connotations of jokes, laughter, and amusement in the modern period. The

anthropologist Elliot Oring writes the following:

Humor is an old word with a new sense. It derives from the Latin root &#mor, meaning
“moisture” or “liquid,” and originally related to the four fluids of the body: blood,
phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. The relative proportions of these fluids [...]
determined a person’s physical and mental disposition. In time, the term shifted its
reference from the fluids to the dispositions themselves, and eventually to the
character of an individual as a whole. [...] As character types became the objects of
comic fictions, the old meaning of the word gave way to the more modern meaning
of humor as something which is amusing and provokes laughter.’

4 See chapter one, section 1.4.3 for a discussion on 4liga Gibrd Hanna.
5 Arifd‘ayne Hagos n.d., 3.

¢ Oring 2010, ix—x.
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For the purposes of defining, it can be said that a humorous person is one who has the
ability of using language in an amusing way. Drawing amusement takes multiple forms. One
can be witty, teasing, ironic and sarcastic, belittling or exaggerating. Humor’s techniques are
also various; people use puns to draw amusement, or incongruity.

The following four techniques and forms of humor seem to capture the essence of the

discussion in this dissertation, and so, working definitions are suggested for them.
Puns

Puns are plays on similar sounding words, or words that have more than one meaning.
Jokes that hinge on puns are born out of similarities in sounds, where ‘this similarity in sound
creates a relationship for the two meanings from which humor is derived’.” In The Routledge
Handbook of Language and Humor, Debra Aarons argues similarly, saying the ‘crucial element
in the processing of a pun is that it relies for its humorous impact on listeners’ competence, i.e.

listeners’ tacit knowledge of the rules of their language’.®
Irony

The term irony is most often understood as posing contradiction or opposition. Humor
scholars agree that there are two types of irony. These are situational and verbal irony.’
Situational irony deals with contradictions in situations, whereas verbal irony focuses on
‘spoken or written creations of ironic contradictions, with those contradictions falling typically
across an actual event, situation, etc., vs. a person’s linguistic depiction of that event’.!° In
addition, a close relation to irony is sarcasm, which can be understood as a mean-spirited form

of irony. Sarcastic utterances most often espouse negativity.
Satire

I suggest defining satire as the use of humor critically in discussing topical issues. The
author Emmett Stinson argues that satire has a moral function. He writes, ‘satire functions as
covert moral instruction’ and that ‘satiric ridicule serves as an object lesson for the reader, and

thereby helps to correct or eliminate similar errors of judgment in others’.!! In a book devoted

7 Aarons 2017, 80.

8 Ibid., 83.

? Colston 2017, 234.
10Tbid., 234-235.

' Stinson 2018, 16.
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to contemporary American satirical news programs, McClennen and Maisel argue that satire is
helping American democracy by creating engaged and active citizens.!? They hold, ‘[i]n
complete contrast to cynicism and other forms of negative humor, satire is a form of comedy
that inspires the audience to ask questions, resist the status quo, and be engaged’.!* They define
satire as ‘a unique form of comedy and it depends on creating a cognitive space for the audience
that allows them to recognize that things they have taken for granted need to be questioned.
[...] Central to satire, then, is a link between entertainment and critical thought’.!* They also
stress that satire is different from cynicism and mockery as it engages people in critical
thinking.!

Wit

Wit is often considered as the ability of playing around with words and ideas, and often
being able to express ideas in limited words. The philosopher Nassim Taleb writes playfully
that ‘[w]it seduces by signalling intelligence without nerdiness’.!® Willibald Ruch, a
psychologist and scholar of humor in psychology agrees, adding that the ‘etymology of the
term wit involves knowledge, mind and reasoning capacity and even today the term wit (like

esprit) is the humor term showing the strongest semantic link to superior intelligence’.!” This

ability is usually received with praise and is considered a mark of an intelligent individual.'®
3 Humor theories

Humor is a definitively important part of human interaction. Its theories however are far from

definitive, and some altogether avoid theorizing about humor in their works.!® Others propose

12 McClennen and Maisel 2014, 16.

B 1bid,, 17.

4 McClennen and Maisel 2014, 7.

15 1bid., 10.

16 Taleb 2010, 82.

17 Ruch 2008, 43.

13 In Ethiopia, young children are trained from an early age to develop the skills of being witty through
word games.

19 Oring writes in the introduction of his book Jokes and Their Relations that ‘[n]o grand theories of humor
are put forward. The problem with grand theories is that they tend to offer a single answer to cover all situations’.

Oring 2010, x.
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using multiple theories in and across various disciplines, claiming ‘the study of humor must be

and is a multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and cross-disciplinary field of inquiry’.?°
3.1 Three theories of humor

Generally, there exist three main theories of humor. These are the incongruity theory, the relief
theory and the disparagement theory.?! Incongruity theory is ‘concerned with what makes
[objects of humor] funny’, and holds that it is incongruity that makes humans laugh.?> The
relief or release theory on the other hand perceives humor ‘as a release of the tensions and
inhibitions generated by societal constraints’.?? It is interested in the effects of humor and
suggests that it ‘provides an outlet for certain unrecognized tensions that might otherwise
disturb the organism’.?* An extension of this is the conflict theory which goes beyond
speculating the releasing purpose of humor and rather argues that humor is interpreted as ‘an
expression or correlate of social conflict: humor as a weapon, a form of attack, a means of
defense’.?> The third is the disparagement theory of humor which characterizes ‘attitudes
between the joke teller (or the joke’s person) and the target of the joke text’.?® This theory
traces a sense of superiority, aggression and a need to ridicule by the joke teller.

Researchers routinely demonstrate an integrated theoretical framework while conducting
their investigations. For example, Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the
Unconscious is a work considered a psychological study which uses elements of all three
theories.?” His work also showed some consciousness of a social organization.?® The
sociologist Giselinde Kuipers argues that it is this intermingling of theories and his introduction
of ‘the social relationship into the analysis of humor’ that allowed Freud to address ‘the

sociological questions about humor’.?

20 Carrell 2008, 316.

2L Ibid., 310.

22 Oring 2010, xi.

23 Carrell 2008, 313.

24 Oring 2010, xi.

25 Kuipers 2008, 368.

26 Carrell 2008, 313.

27 Freud 2013.

28 Davies and Attardo 2017, 473.

2 Kuipers 2008, 363.
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In the field of sociology, there are other theories which are of interest to this research.
The sociological theories of humor include the functionalist theory, which stresses how humor
‘maintain[s] and support[s] the social order’,>® the symbolic interactionist, which argues that
humor reframes conversations and dialogues, and the phenomenological theory, which
‘conceptualizes humor as a specific “outlook™ [...] “worldview” or “mode” of perceiving and
constructing the social world’.3! The phenomenological theory of humor will be important in
the discussion of the jokes in this thesis as jokes are taken to be spaces of understanding social
change, dialogue and criticism by constructing a ‘humorous worldview with the “serious”
worldview’.3?

While linguists,*® psychologists and sociologists use developed theories to work with,
neither anthropologists nor folklorists have ‘attempted to articulate a single theory to be tested
against a range of humorous stimuli and expressions’.>* Oring describes what anthropologists
and folklorists do instead:

[A]nthropologists and folklorists encounter humor in day-to-day interaction, and
their job is to document and explain the humor produced and consumed in those
circumstances. The single question that these disciplines repeatedly engage is why
does this humor occur when and where it does. This question, however, entails two
subsidiary questions: how does the humor function and what does the humor mean.*
A.R. Radcliffe-Brown’s anthropological work on joking relationships theorized that
jokes are told between individuals and groups to show ‘attachment and separation’.’® However,

Oring argues that even this theory could fall into the functionalist theory, as it is ‘based upon

the view that the social arrangements found in different societies served to enhance the stability

30 Kuipers 2008, 367.

31 Ibid., 376.

32 Ibid., 377.

33 There are linguistic theories that are ‘layered on and over-reach’ the three theories of humor. This
includes mainly Victor Raskin’s script based semantic theory which was later improved by Salvatore Attardo. But
these theories are not used in this thesis. Larkin-Galifianes 2017, 15.

34 Oring 2010, 184.

%5 Oring 2010, 184-185.

36 Radcliffe-Brown 1940, 197.
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and well-being of that society’.3” Others similarly declare that early anthropological works use

the functionalist theory of humor in their research.?®
3.2 Some works on political humor

Central to contemporary Ethiopian jokes is the seriousness with which the EPRDF has taken
itself and its developmentalism. After the elections held in May 2005, the EPRDF shifted its
gaze towards development.®® Many report that under the EPRDF Ethiopia had shown
‘remarkable economic growth and substantial decreases in poverty’.*° Between 2005 and 2010,
the economy grew ‘on average by 11 percent’.*! But despite these digits, urban Ethiopians jest
relentlessly with EPRDEF’s self-promotion of its development plans and achievements. This
self-promotion was visible through media platforms, and public spaces such as billboards on
roads, in stadiums, buildings and shops which were dominated with talks and posters of A“?+
lomat ‘development’.*? This was in some contrast to realities on the ground in Addis Abéba.
From among several satirical works that emerged in the capital is a collection of
humorous stories about life in contemporary Ethiopia titled T.£4: Ichav€: 2 m0E%! Piassa:
Mahmud Ga Tdbbagin! ‘Piassa: Wait for me at Mahmud’s’. The author, Mdhammaid Sélman,

addresses this contrast. Here is one of his jokes translated from Amharic:

An elderly man was having problems with his television and so he took it to a
technician to get it fixed. Surprised that the chip and board had completely burnt
down, the technician asks him what he has been watching on the television set. The
man relays what he remembers from watching the state broadcaster Ethiopian
Television (ETv) regularly. He says, ‘one observer stated that the May 2005
elections were just and democratic’. The technician asks him what else he has
watched. The man tells him that ETv had also mentioned how Ethiopia was now a
middle-income country but had refused to claim its place out of humility, and that
thanks to the government one farmer was able to buy sixty trailer trucks, six villa
houses, and was able to save sixty million Birr in a bank. The man also added that
ETv announced there was much for the world to learn from the Ethiopian parliament.

37 Oring 2010, 186.

38 Kuipers 2008, 367.

39 Development is aterm that requires careful definition. It is a term that was primarily used to define
industrialization and economic growth, and later started addressing issues of poverty reduction and life
expectancy. It is now used to broadly address economic and social well-being.

40 Broussar and Tsegay Gebrekidan Tekleselassie 2012, 3.

4 1d.

42 For a discussion on EPRDF’s political economy and its industrial policies, refer to Arkebe Oqubay 2015.
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At this point the technician gives the man his television set back and tells him to take

it away. The man, surprised, asks why he was reacting as such, and the technician

responds, ‘I, myself, am burning’.**

Mihammaid coined the term E7v-yopya, referring to the developed, prosperous, wealthy
and democratic Ethiopia of ETv.* This is a perfect case of humor providing relief, and also
presenting an alternative lens through which to observe how reality is represented by the
EPRDF.

Since this thesis studies Ethiopian jokes that similarly address Ethiopian politics,
following this are highlights of some of the ways political humor has been studied and
theorized.

In the case of political jokes within relief theory, Freud’s conviction is that such humor
veils hostility in social interactions, and thus diverts energy from violence. Freud calls these
jokes tendentious jokes. Laughter resulting from tendentious jokes, particularly political jokes,
serves as an exhaust-valve of built-up frustrations, or emotions in general against those
wielding authority.*

Khalid Kishtainy, a scholar of humor in the Arab world, has studied how individuals use
humor as a subversive political tool. Kishtainy argues, ‘[hJumor is most required in a nation’s
darkest hours, for it is at such times that people begin to lose faith in themselves, submit to
despair, and descend into melancholy and depression’.*¢ His analysis falls on Freud, arguing
that laughter is an ‘outlet for pent-up emotions’ and assumes that it is a helpful way of
promoting a sense of community in politically and economically frustrated spaces.*’” Such
political jokes may in the end be short-lived as they depend on particular events in history.*8
And they may not actually bring substantial change to people’s lives, particularly not

politically. But, Khistainy says that ‘[I]Jaughter is a collective fraternity’*’

, implying the
creation of a community or a shared space over topics of laughter.
Tendentious jokes also fall under the disparaging theory of humor, as their goals can also

be to mock, belittle, and poke fun at a particular group. Several works take this explanation of

43 Mihamméd Séilman 2011, 74.
4 Ibid., 75.

4 Freud 2013, 285.

46 Kishtainy 2009, 62.

47 Ibid., 63.

48 Freud 2013, 176.

49 Khistainy 2009, 62.
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humor to analyze political jokes. For example, Samer Shehata argues that in Egypt during
Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak’s regimes, when situations did not permit criticisms to be made,
jokes provided the space for such expressions. Shehata writes, ‘by making our enemy small,
inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment of overcoming
him’.>® Similarly, works such as Pi-Sunyer’s on Franco’s Spain apply this framework to study
people’s use of political humor as resistance and as criticism. Pi-Sunyer says, ‘[j]okes become
funny when they expose the shallowness and stupidity of regimes’.>!

As humor is a part of complex power-relations of any given society, politicians
themselves might use it to boost their respectability among people. Rebecca Higgie’s work on
‘celebrity politicians’ offers useful insight as she elaborates on how leaders themselves use
scripted performances and tell jokes to appear dignified in public.> While they may not be
scripted in the case of Ethiopia, a leader’s public speaking skills are valued—and more often
than not, this demands a certain level of entertainment.

Beyond the disparaging and relief theories of humor, there are works such as Amy
Becker’s that study the role political jokes play when people’s trust in their own political
efficacy is low. Becker focuses on political shows such as the Daily Show of the United States
to show how satirical works assist in increasing people’s understandings of political processes.
She holds that there is a ‘positive relationship between exposure to network comedy
programming and political trust’ and that this ‘dynamic is not fully surprising given that the
very nature of political comedy is to simplify complicated matters of politics, making both
political successes and failures more understandable for the everyday viewer and average
political actor’.>

Finally, further away from theories of political humor, there are scholars who have
argued that contemporary African countries’ ruling elite maintain a convivial relationship with
their people. Achille Mbembe used this phrase suggesting that post-colonial relations to power
in Africa should go ‘beyond categories used in standard interpretations of domination
(resistance/passivity, subjection/autonomy, state/civil society)’.>* The basic meaning of post-

coloniality is one that assumes a global shift of power dynamics between a dependent Africa

50 Shehata 1992, 75.
5! Pi-Sunyer 1977, 182.
%2 Higgie 2017, 930.
33 Becker 2011, 246.
34 Mbembe 1992, 4.
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and an aid-providing western power. Ethiopia, despite not having a colonial history, is
undeniably a part of this world today. Mbembe writes, ‘post-colonial relationship is not
primarily a relationship of resistance or of collaboration but is rather best characterized as a
promiscuous relationship: a convivial tension’.>

The thesis is structured in such a way that it highlights a convivially tense relationship
between Ethiopia’s political rulers and the urban dweller. A convivial relationship with jokes
used to release frustrations as well as to disparage others, beyond mere resistance based on
tendentious jokes, might better describe the relationship Addis Abdba has maintained with
EPRDF. This is all the more the case considering the way the political elite also jest playfully
with their critics.

The jokes that will be studied in the coming chapters will be studied for which sort of
theory they fall under. They will also be taken as spaces which show Addis Abéba’s residents’
understanding of their realities to demonstrate how Ethiopians express their opinions about one

another and their rulers through joke-telling.
4 Methods

The objective of the research conducted here is investigating the role of humor in understanding
the nature of the relationship the Ethiopian urban public in Addis Abédba has had with EPRDF
during its leadership over Ethiopia from 2005 until 2019. Both sides, meaning, both people’s
and the political elite’s jokes, are taken into consideration for a thorough understanding of this
relationship. However, public opinion is often difficult to understand without context, be it
historical, political, or social. For this, a methodology that allowed for an analysis which
considers the historical context of contemporary Ethiopia, and which also allowed micro-
investigation of different factors that influence one another today has been developed.

The thesis is grounded in a phenomenological analysis that draws from the two theories
of humor: relief theory, and disparagement theory. Incongruity theory, though the reigning
theory of humor, deals with what makes objects of jokes funny and explores the necessary
conditions for humor, and so has not been considered for this dissertation which studies the
purpose and meanings of the collected humorous expressions. The methodology for a
phenomenological analysis is heterogeneous, and combines historical data, textual analysis,
and ‘micro-interactionalist studies to show how humor constructs and at the same time entails

a particular worldview’.’® This analysis will lean on an anthropological method of collecting

33 Mbembe 1992, 5.
36 Kuipers 2008, 376.
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and analyzing jokes. This includes interviews, documentation of jokes, explaining and asking
what the jokes mean in Addis Abédba’s socio-political and economic context.

To do this, three spaces of Addis Abdba were selected for research and one hundred and
forty-six jokes were taken from these spaces for investigation. The first space is the parliament.
The parliament houses the political elite and some of the open debates are broadcasted for the
rest of the country to watch. On the other hand, there is the theatre house, historically host to
Ethiopia’s modernized influential class and their ideas, and now the space of entertainment for
the urban dweller. Lastly, the public transportation (minibus taxis) and public demonstrations
were selected as spaces to observe. Minibus writings were selected because unlike newspapers,
books, articles and other published materials, they were temporary, and reflected the un-edited
thoughts of young urban youth. They are neither scripted (unlike plays), nor are they filtered
(unlike parliamentary discussions). And these writings are often exclaimed out loud to the
person who writes them down as posters. Public demonstrations were selected as they
overlapped with my field work in the city, and as they happened at a time when EPRDEF’s rule
was coming to an end.

Field research for this dissertation was conducted in Ethiopia at various times in 2018
and 2019. I had travelled several times to Addis Abéba from the months of September up to
November of 2018, as well as from October to November 2019 to conduct interviews and hold
conversations with various members of Addis Abédba, as well as to access archives of libraries
including the Ethiopian House of Parliament, the National Archives and Library Agency, and
the Institute of Ethiopian Studies.

For particular research information pertaining to humor at the theatre, I spoke to the then
director of the Ethiopian National Theatre, Dasta Asrés, as well as script writers and actors of
comedy plays such as Bihaylu Wage, the director and script writer of the popular TV comedy
show 9°7 AJHH Mon Lattazzdz ‘what should I be commanded to bring’. The case study for the
chapter dealing with humor at the theatre was the play Af% &.710: 40307 Hyyayyu Fingds:
Festalen. During research in Addis Abéba, I attended Festalen’s viewings at most of the venues
it appeared on, and watched videos which circulated the city in people’s phones and mobile
devices. I also attended other comedy night programs and events held in popular venues, such
as Ras Hotel.

Simultaneously, I spent a considerable amount of time doing research dedicated to
minibuses in Addis Abiba’s Soro Meda neighbourhood in particular, as well as other
neighbourhoods. The rest of the research period was dedicated to speaking to and interviewing

as many members of three neighbourhoods in Addis Abédba, Haya Hulit Mazorya, Bella, and
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Cargos. Carqos is the neighbourhood where I also found popular social media comedians.
They were helpful in providing me with jokes they shared online, but these have not been
incorporated in the dissertation. Their opinions, however, have been quoted and used in the
dissertation for their values in expressing certain ideas. The interview questions for the
different groups of Ethiopians consulted are found in appendix one at the end of the thesis.

Finally, public demonstrations occurred at Mdsqdl Square in June and September as well
as November of 2018. I was witness to two of them first-hand, allowing me to gather data in
forms of notes and pictures.

During these trips to Addis Abiba, I also held personal conversations with individuals
who were at some point members of Addis Ababa University as lecturers of various fields.
These included Yokunno’amlak Mézgébu (lecturer in the Linguistics Department at the time),
(lecturer in the Philosophy Department). I also had consultations with Ethiopian historians in
Europe including Bahru Zewde and Bairu Tafla, as well as with Abiye Teklemariam, who was
once a lecturer in the Law Department at Addis Ababa University. These conversations were
not in interview format and were generally about the historical aspect of the research, including
the issue of modernity in Ethiopia and certain aspects of socio-political life today. These
dialogues were helpful in finding research material for the chapters dealing particularly with

early modernizers of Ethiopia, and the introduction of the constitution.
S Structure of Thesis

The thesis is presented in five chapters. It opens with a discussion on modernization, and what
Ethiopian intellectuals have said about it. This is crucial as the thematic content of the jokes
from chapter two, three and four can all be tied to people’s questions about Ethiopia’s
economic, social and political modernization today. The chapter then introduces a term for
humor in Ambharic, and then builds up a historical and cultural context for the discussion of
jokes and humor in contemporary Addis Abéba. It presents select cases of historians using
public opinion in forms of jokes to enhance their arguments, showing how Ethiopians’ jokes
and sayings are acknowledged as serious sources of information. It then introduces Aldqa
Giabrd Hanna as the quintessential example of an Ethiopian humorous individual that is
regarded in high esteem. This way it establishes humor as a highly developed and appreciated
art in pre-twentieth century Ethiopia. The chapter is based on historical and archival research,
and conversation with historians as well as Amharic linguists.

Chapter two deals with parliamentary debates and discussions of the post-2005 EPRDF

era. It begins with outlining the historical development of parliamentarian government in the
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name of modernization, and the processes that brought about today’s EPRDF constitution and
its parliament. Then follows a detailed look into one particular parliamentary debate held after
2005 where the major political elite of the country were in attendance. Historical documents,
speeches, autobiographies and archival material which include audio-visual material are all
consulted for this chapter. The parliamentary discussion selected for analysis is chosen for two
main reasons. The first reason is that it was held after the May 2005 elections and close to the
upcoming elections in 2010. The second reason is that most notable politicians of Ethiopia
were at this session, including leaders of opposition parties who would later be arrested. This
session presents an opportunity to see how parliamentarians who view themselves as voices of
the people engage with the late Prime Minister Méllds Zenawi through humor.

Chapter three focuses on performance arts in Addis Abéba, and specifically a play called
Festalen. Performance arts are selected as the past decade has seen spaces of performance
emerge as crucial places of people’s engagement with politics and social realities. Poets,
musicians, and those in the arts use these spaces to mostly share their opinions about
contemporary life in Addis Abédba, which are in turn then shared across the city in video and
audio formats. Some are very critical. And many use humor, mostly satire, to present their
political criticisms. The play Festalen was also born from such a performative space, as part of
the Tobiya Poetic Jazz performances. This chapter draws on historical material and sources to
contextualize theatrical productions in modern Ethiopian history. It also draws from interviews
and personal conversations in Addis Abédba with playwrights, authors of plays, and the
performer of Festalen. Audios of the play were used for transcription before analysis.

Festalen was selected for a case study investigation for three reasons. One, it somehow
managed to elude government censorship. The theatre house was closely watched and
controlled by governments of Hayli Sellase, Dérg and EPRDF alike, and especially after the
May 2005 elections in EPRDF’s time. Elizabeth Wolde Giyorgis wrote that ‘[d]espite many
threats from state officials to shut down the venue, [Tobiya] Poetic Jazz has become an
important public space where young poets are the voices of dissent against the state’s manifold
repression of human rights, property rights, and freedom of expression’.’’ It is therefore
interesting that such a critical play that began at Tobiya Poetic Jazz flourished in post-2005
Addis Abidba. Two, it was and remains the most popular play in Addis Abéba post-2005. Three,
it is a rich reserve of jokes, sayings, proverbs, and wit, with characters that seem inspired by

the famous witty scholar Aldga Gabrd Hanna.

37 Elizabeth W.Giorgis 2019, 288.
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Chapter four of the thesis deals with jokes of the non-elite urban Ethiopian. Two spaces
have been selected to collect and study jokes: public demonstrations and taxis. By taxis, I refer
to minibuses of Addis Abdba, and the quotes drivers and helpers decorate their vehicles with.
I focus only on these quotes because there is an active role played by drivers in acquiring the
quotes they place in their taxis. They supply the sayings and proverbs. Even more interesting
is that these quotes are timely and dynamic. They change reflecting people’s attention to the
quotes they put in their minibuses. These quotes reveal certain realities about the lives of urban
youth that aren’t necessarily political but are heavily influenced by political decisions of
Ethiopia’s rulers. On the other hand, the public demonstrations are chosen for the sheer
creativity used by Addis Abébans in their chants and posters. They were also selected as they
happened towards the end of the rule of EPRDF proper. These demonstrations present how
humor can be used in political demonstrations too. The content of jokes and humorous
proclamations of Addis Abidba are important to study, if not for their historical significance,
then to highlight the persistence of Addis Abdba’s questions for EPRDF throughout its rule.

Chapter five is the concluding chapter. This ties in some of the attitudes people reveal
towards their rulers and their lives, and rulers’ attitudes towards the ruled from the jokes
discussed. It also highlights where jokes from all these cases (parliament, arts, taxis, and
demonstrations) overlap, and where we see an indirect engagement between EPRDF and Addis
Abiba through humor. The jokes circulate similar ideas from the parliament to the taxis and
the theatre houses. Even though there might not be direct conversation, urban Ethiopians are
seen responding to their rulers in their jokes. Politicians are also heard acknowledging the
questions of the people. Through a thematic exploration of the contents of the jokes, concluding
remarks are made about what people’s jokes indicate about the contemporary realities of the
process of modernization and development in Ethiopia. The conclusion will also show that
despite the differences in opinions about the political and economic realities of contemporary
Ethiopia, rulers and the general public share a culture of appreciating witty and humorous
Ambharic expressions. And also that regardless of the fundamental political and socio-economic
changes the country has undergone since the nineteenth century, the tradition of using various
techniques of Amharic humor to express one’s opinion has survived into twenty-first century

Ethiopia.
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Chapter One: The Ethiopian Context
1.1 Political background of Ethiopia: The modern period

The historian Bahru Zewde proclaims Emperor Tewodros II (r. 1855-1868) as ‘Ethiopia’s first
modern emperor’.>® Others state that the modern era of Ethiopian history includes part of the
Era of the Princes (1769-1855).5° Still others contend that it was the Ethiopian Student
Movement of the 1960s that was the midwife of Ethiopian modernity.®® In any case, Ethiopian
history starting with Emperor Tewodros is generally studied as the modern period of the
country.®!

Since 1855, the country has undergone substantial political and socio-economic
transformations, but this study is interested in some of the modernizing steps taken by Emperor
Hayli Sollase I (r. 1930—1974) and the successive governments: the Dérg (Ethiopia’s Marxist-
Leninist military junta consisting of 107 men that ruled Ethiopia from 1974 until 1991), and
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF, r. 1991-20192).

After Emperor Hayld Sollase’s coronation as King of Kings of Ethiopia in 1930, he
introduced a modern constitution in 1931. This replaced the traditional Fatha Ndgdst (Law of
the Kings) which was used, to a varying degree, by previous rulers for the administration of
the country.®> The emperor’s primary concern was safeguarding his country’s sovereignty
against looming Italian aggression. He believed a modern constitution, among some other steps
such as abolishing slavery, would allow Ethiopia to join the League of Nations as an equally

sovereign and modern country.®* He assumed this would protect Ethiopia’s independence.

58 Bahru Zewde 2001, 270, 27-31.

9 Abir 2011, 35.

%0 Andreas Eshete 2012, 20.

6l Section 2 of this chapter deals with what ‘modern’ means contextually in Ethiopia.

2 EPRDF has officially ceased to exist in December of 2019, following the reformist Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed’s announcement that the party has abandoned its revolutionary democratic principles and is now called
the Ethiopian Prosperity Party. See e.g. Goitom Gebreleul 2019.

%3 The use of the Fatha Ndgdist for administration is quite disputed, but in general, refer to Qalid’ab Taddisi
Sagatu 2018/2019, 27; Erlich 2018, 44—47. For a historical investigation on the development of the Fatha Ndgdst,
refer to Sand 2020.

% The constitution also introduced some changes which successfully transformed the political landscape

of the country. The constitution of 1931 made succession hereditary, bringing the existing military and political
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Beyond the constitution, some of the steps the emperor took to modernize his country include
working to increase student enrollment in schools, opening the University College in Addis
Abiba — the now Addis Ababa University, building a modern military and defense force, and
creating an Ethiopian bureaucracy.®’

After the emperor’s overthrow in 1974, the Ddrg replaced him promising to abdicate
their power to the crown-prince upon his return from abroad. He never returned, and the Ddrg
remained in power for seventeen years, out of which only four were through a legal
constitution.®® The Ddrg under Méngastu Hayldmaryam tried to ‘impose a Stalinist revolution’,
but it was riddled with internal and external war, famine, and hunger throughout its rule.%” The
Marxist-Leninist junta was replaced by the EPRDF in 1991, which then ruled under the strong
hand of prime minister Méllds Zenawi (until his death in 2012), adopting a developmental state
political economic structure from 2005 until December 2019.%8 Its motto was development, or
lamat as the popularized word for it in Amharic is.

These three successive regimes are similar for having experimented with imported ideals
of broad-stroke development plans in an attempt to modernize Ethiopia. Though historians
such as Haggai Erlich argue that the Ddrg more so than any other regime ‘disconnected
Ethiopia from its ancient cultures and rich traditions’, the emperor and the EPRDF are all
similarly influenced by global realities of their time.® Emperor Hayl4 Sollase’s rule was rooted
in the Ethiopian Solomonic dynasty tradition, but his administration had fundamentally
changed the way traditional Ethiopia was governed. His attempt to modernize Ethiopia was

modelled on Europe, while the modern constitution that effectively transformed the political

structure of nineteenth century to an end. This effectively pushed Ethiopia’s traditional nobility and other
contenders of the throne away, since the incentive of one day becoming emperor was limited to the emperor’s
descendants. For example, Ras Kassa was a staunch opponent of this. He could not understand why his sons, or
anyone’s would have to forfeit their right to the throne. Messay Kebede 1999, 83.

85 Erlich 2018, 94-95.

66 Qala’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 190.

7 Erlich 2018, 185. On the adoption of Marxism Leninism by the revolutionary students of Ethiopia, refer
to Messay Kebede’s extensive discussion in his book Radicalism and Cultural Dislocation in Ethiopia, 1960-
1974, Messay Kebede 2008.

68 Clapham 2018, 39, 1155.

% Erlich 2018, 185.

31



landscape of traditional Ethiopia was mostly based on the Meiji constitution of Japan.”® This
was followed by the Dirg’s adoption of Marxism-Leninism based on the Soviet model that was
already favored by the student revolutionaries of the 1960s.”! Dirg tried to also introduce
development plans, but the government was primarily occupied with war against its many
oppositions in the country and outside.”” This was in turn replaced by the now defunct
EPRDF’s developmental state, modelled to some extent on China.

The May 2005 elections were one of the factors that pushed the EPRDF into
strengthening its development process as the results showed EPRDEF’s rulers that they needed
to prove their legitimacy through ‘benefits derived from [...] developmental success’.”® Millds
Zenawi had already attempted to reform EPRDEF’s stringent ethno-Marxist ideology twice
before 2005. When they first came to power in 1991, he attempted to reform the economic and
social policy as well as their international relations since the days of radical Marxism had been
abandoned. Then followed the party split in 2001, whereby Mallds drafted a revolutionary
democratic ideology for the country. When EPRDF lost the elections in May 2005, the
developmental state ideology was made the national governing ideology.”

The following is a historical and theoretical investigation of the features of Ethiopian
modernity. It is important to establish what modernization meant to the early intellectuals, and
rulers of Ethiopia, and what Ethiopian intellectuals today say about the process before

investigating jokes of contemporary Addis Abéba.
1.2 Modernization in Ethiopia: Amharic equivalents for the word ‘modernization’

Today, two Amharic words are, lamentably, used interchangeably to denote modernization and
modernity: HePG Rt zamdnawinndt and 20N} salottane. These words are broadly used for the
cultural, as well as the political and the economic conditions of Ethiopia. By looking at some
dictionary entries for each work, the thesis will proceed to summarize their definitions in an
attempt to show the differences and possible reasons for the conflation of the two words today.

According to the Dictionary of the Ethiopian Languages Research Center (ELRC), the

Amharic words zdmdnawi and salattane have the following definitions.

70 Bairu Tafla and Scholler 1976, 9, 487.
"l Messay Kebede 2008, 158.

2 Clapham 2018, 39, 1153.

3 1bid., 1155.

74 Personal conversation, Abiye Teklemariam 2020.
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HaoSR: zimdnawi «1. (h@1rkE ORI° (-3 @ K40 PPz 2. 1Ok LAD-T h4,0 U-32 (PAOTAN:
PAGG.CE..) Pty “1. which is new in condition or nature 2. one that follows the latest
styles (of thinking, living)’.

HavGR: zimdinay «1. AWLH: A7ENID AGPPT LH LOPTFD-: +C@- PTANAT:»"> “of the times,
of which time has allowed to be as he/she wishes, who leads a successful life’.

AAMY: sdldttand «1. &1z FAAA: HaPGR P NG OLAN PAD-PT LL5 RO NAA $C1T & (11C+
U= 2. A287 11C 918451 @RI° ao(iget h@P: AavL:: 3. FAANT T8 P PAME.: 4. R8T
av-@ +@l: - FIPUCT ATTE» ‘to grow, to improve, to be zdmdnawi, to reach a high
level of knowledge/education, to move away from backwardness; 2. to learn or to
know how to do or make something; 3. to improve, to be aware, to be dynamic; 4. to
learn and to know a skill, to acquire knowledge’.

AANL: solottane «h&TH: HEPGRYE: hetd Pho-bt ORI° PavAdi LLE:=»'S growth,
zdamdnawinndt, high level of education or improvement.

I have presented the definitions for the same words from the considerably older Dista
Taklawéld dictionary below. The idea is to see if there’s any evolution in the meanings of the
words taking into consideration the difference in the publication dates of the dictionaries.
Notice also the difference in the fiddl used to write some words such as $dldttind, which is
written with @ above but with w in the Dista Takldwéld dictionary. This dictionary pays close
attention to the Ambharic script’s repetitive alphabets and their proper usages, while the ELRC
dictionary opts to abandon such details.

HavS 2 (Havq®R): zimdinay (zdmdnawi) «HNGS OALE» ‘of the times’.”’

wAMY: Sdldttindg «AAANAS A1LC Aaaes ANPATE NOAICTE &bE 7AMTS 0P+ ATT OATPE s
VDI 1IC a2 ¢T Fon™ ‘to make one’s clothing and speech better, to be far from

rurality, to gain promotion and knowledge, to be with skill’.

75 Ethiopian Languages Research Center (ELRC) 2001, 443.

76 Ibid., 107.

"7 Dista Tdklawild 1970, 496.

8 Késate Brohan defines the word AO®A sibdqqdld as meaning, «0A1I1% &ATT: ONHTT 009 (114
FRa9P 7 T N79191C: (176 Ntk 1IC ANPA: 0974+ FOLL: PAMES TUCT P T AiHE: Adhhe: o790 PAMSET Ty
» ‘knows idiosyncratic phrases or proverbs and has wisdom; to have the skill of being listened to; to be beautiful,
liked, and to the point in speech, work and all else; quick in his ability to bring together words in speech and
¢dwata’. But this word is not widely used in urban Amharic. Kédsate Borhan Tasdmma 1958/1959, 248-249.

" Dista Taklawild 1970, 885.
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PPAm?: Soltun « AT AT 670 &7 QATCL oh-H97 (@ ‘one who is wise, one who is
quick, a trickster, one who is with skill, a person from town’. 8

The ELRC defines zdmdnawi as something that is new in its type or condition, or
someone that follows the times. The word $dldttdnd, interestingly, is defined as ‘one who
grows, improves, becomes zdmdnawi, is at one with the times, and moves away from
backwardness’. Saloftane is defined as ° growth, zamdnawinndt and the highest level of
knowledge or progress’.

Daista Taklawild’s dictionary defines zdmdnay similarly to the ELRC — as being of the
times. But zdmdnay is not used as the definition of salatfane. Désta Taklawéld only equates the
word with fashioning one’s manner of speaking and clothing, earning promotion and
knowledge, and with being skillful. In Désta Tékldwéld’s definition, to be modern is simply to
be of the times. Yet, Désta Takldwéld curiously suggests that salaffane is inherently opposed
to being rural. He also attributes negative connotations with being saltun, such as being
untrustworthy.

There is the category zdmdnawi-salottane that some scholars have suggested to use
defining it as ‘modern civilization’.®! However, beyond the circles of universities, this phrase
is virtually unused in the non-academic world of Addis Abdba. Important for this thesis is that
zamdnawinndt and Salattane seem interchangeably usable in the ELRC dictionary which is
published in 2001, whereas that isn’t the case in Didsta Téklawéld’s dictionary. There is no
sufficient basis to theorize from this only, but there are observable hints of conflation between
the two words that upon further theoretical exploration may reveal a flawed assessment of
being zamdnawi (of the times) and being saltun (knowledgeable). And today where to be ‘of
the times’ is to resemble the West in its many forms (culturally, economically, politically), the
word zamdnawi is also equated to westernization. Equating zamdnawinndt and salottane then
allows us to assume that to be modern is to be western, or at least to try to resemble the West,
and not necessarily make the link that to be modern could also be to be competitive in quest
for knowledge and skills, against the world, including the West itself. This point was the main

preoccupation of early Ethiopian intellectuals.
1.3 Modernization according to Ethiopian intellectuals

Modernization is a topic of interest to several Ethiopian scholars from different disciplines.

Some like Messay Kebede look at the question philosophically and others like Bahru Zewde

80 Dista Taklawild 1970, 885.

81 Bromber 2012, 78.
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through a historical lens. Still others such as Elizabeth W. Giorgis use arts to investigate
Ethiopia’s relationship with modernity.

Though the advent of modernity in Ethiopia is uncertain, Emperor Tewodros II is
considered Ethiopia’s first modernizing monarch based on a number of reasons. There is the
chronological point of view that posits the nineteenth century as the time of the birth of nation
states. There is also ‘the ascetic spirit of puritan Protestantism, free labor, the rise of towns,
modern science, and new opportunities for trade, industrial manufacture and varied new
technologies’.3? The arts and cultural movements of Europe at the time could also serve as
global pre-cursors to more reasons Emperor Tewodros is considered Ethiopia’s first modern
emperor, the emperor preoccupied with acquiring the technological advancements of modern
Europe.®® He wanted to have weapons and other technological machineries that he had heard

about. A history of Emperor Tewodros written by an unnamed Ethiopian says the following:

Am, EPLCAS PN 701271 (aPBanCe (A &PC LAADTE I0C NFPTP PATIAH 2+ 10LS
Am, EPLCO UALE OL A SADN I0C APTTFD- (A FT WP ONLT AT P50 ParLe
eMOTE PALAEL NAYT LUT 316 hOMAD- INC I°F FFo-3*

‘Emperor Tewodros and the queen of England used to write one another at first for
the sake of love since there was an English consul in Massawa; Emperor Tewodros
always sent to the consul pleas for workers saying that it was his wish to get iron,
wood, bronze, canons, weapons and the ways of the Arab world to be developed in
his country’.
Beyond the emperor’s desire to acquire the skills of production of weapons and their
know-how was his restructuring of the Ethiopian army, the church and land holding system.
But Emperor Tewodros’s reign faced internal challenges that pushed him closer to war and

devastation than towards achieving his plans of developing his country. It is towards the end

of the nineteenth and at the turn of the twentieth century that Tewodros’ dreams could somehow

82 Andreas Eshete 2012, 10.

8 Messay Kebede 1999, 268.

84 Fusella 1959, 27.

85 For more on the history of Emperor Tewodros Il and his times, refer to chronicles and History of the
Kings written by Zannéb 1902, by Wildd Maryam 1904, and by an unnamed writer, Fusella 1959. Also consider
the collection of papers titled Kasa and Kasa edited by Taddese Beyene et al. 1990. On the unification of the
Ethiopian empire by Emperor Tewodros, refer to Takld Sadoq Makuriya 1988/1989. And for letters and

correspondences from Emperor Tewodros’ times, refer to Rubenson et al. 1994.
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begin to be achieved. Let us therefore turn to some early twentieth century Ethiopian

intellectuals and what they thought of modernization in Ethiopia.
1.3.1 Early twentieth century intellectuals and modernization

Towards the end of Emperor Manilok II’s reign (as king 1878—1889, and as king of kings 1889—
1913), two groups of political and intellectual elite had emerged.®® There were the
traditionalists which included Empress Taytu and Fitawrari Habti Giyorgis®’ to mention a few,
and those that were known as the progressives, namely Ras Téfiri (later Emperor Hayli Sollase
I) and his allies. Among these progressives were the so-called Japanizer intellectuals. The
Japanizers were curious about the similarities between Ethiopia and Japan and argued that
‘Japan’s modernization had guaranteed its peace and prosperity, while Ethiopia’s continued
backwardness threatened its very survival’.®

Horuy Wildi-Sallase and Kibbiadia Mika’el are two renown Japanizers.®® Both came of
age in the first half of the twentieth century and played key roles in Ethiopian political and
intellectual life. Both also demonstrate an awareness of the West’s scientific, technological,
and economic advancement.

Kabbada Mika'el was Ethiopia’s prominent author and playwright who started writing
before the Italian invasion of 1935 and continued in public service until the end of the
monarchic rule in 1974. Educated by both traditional Ethiopian Orthodox Church teachers and
by non-traditional teachers at the Alliance Frangaise School, Kdbbddd rose to receive
prestigious nominations and awards both within and outside Ethiopia for his public service and
both fictional and non-fictional publications.”® On the topic of modernization, he has a number
of books that highlight what he believed. His book Ethiopia and Western Civilization is deemed

‘an Ethiopian version of a Hegelian story’ by some for the way it historicized Ethiopia and

8 For works that discuss the history of Emperor Monilok II and his times, refer to Marcus 1995; Pawlos
Nofio 1992; Gibri Sollase 1966/1967; and Prouty 1986. For the last years of the emperor’s reign, refer to Mérso‘e
Hazén Wilda Qirqos’ Of What I saw and Heard translation, Hailu Habtu 2004. For works that refer to the modern
period of Ethiopian history including Emperor Monilok II, refer to Bahru Zewde 2001; and Tsehai Berhane-
Selassie 2018.

87 Fitawrari Habti Giyorgis Dindigde was Emperor Moanilok’s trusted minister of war. He is known for his
fair and insightful judgements at court as well. Fantahun dngada 2008, 29-31.

88 Clarke 2011, 7-8.

%9 See Bahru Zewde 2002.

0 ‘Kibbida Mika’el’, E4e 111 (2007), 315b-316a (G. Balashova).
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Africa, placing them behind the West in a linear story of progress.’! In his other book %77 178
9 wAMTT? Gappan Andd Mon Séldttinicc? “How did Japan Modernize?” Kibbéda tries to
emulate Japan as a source of development and modernization for Ethiopia but stresses the need
for ‘development of Christian spirituality and patriotism’.?

His stance on westernization is clear in his book A7 947 9226472 Salattane Maliit
Mondanndcc? “What is Modernization?’. Kdbbada argues that western modernization, along
with its scientific and technological advancement, also teaches love for money, materialism
and atheism. He calls these three the poisons that come hand in hand with modernization and
denounces them. He urges Ethiopians to be careful as they take the scientific and technological
knowledge of the West.”® He highlights the civilization of Ethiopians lies in how people respect
humans over money and uphold moral values. He also fears that the country might lose its

traditional values while striving for technological and scientific modernization. He writes:

NHEGTFT 20N Bh?S 4707 Moot A8 AGLCA PLI° PCATTT NGN hu-AT HE
POLPT NIPS AT

If we do not adopt the technical and scientific progress of our modern period and if
we lose our ancient tradition, we will be like one who has fallen out of two trees.

According to Kébbada, Ethiopians in the past maintained the country’s independence not
just through brave warriorhood, but also through upholding moral standards.” Ethiopia’s
ancient history and place in Africa positions it to become a model civilization, where humans
remain dignified and religious while maintaining technological and scientific advancements.
Kidbbida remained concerned that unless this happened, the West would take advantage of less
developed African countries, including Ethiopia. His proposal is as much a result of worrying
about traditional continuity, as it is about maintaining Ethiopia’s sovereignty. His proposal is
to develop the non-scientific and non-technological traditions of Ethiopia so that Ethiopia’s
ancient ways of being can survive.

Horuy Wildd Sollase was Ethiopia’s leading politician and intellectual of the early

Emperor Hayld Sollase I era. Though he would die in exile during the Italian occupation of

°1 De Lorenzi 2015, 115.

92 ‘Kibbida Mika’el’, E4e, 111 (2007), 316a (G. Balashova).
93 Kibbida Mika’el n.d., 66.

% Ibid., 122.
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Ethiopia, his name is still revered.”® Much like Kidbbdd4, he was trained both in the traditional
Ethiopian Orthodox Church system and in the time’s modern schools. He differs from Kébbéada
for his continued contribution to traditional historiography. He has written over twenty works®’
and these include travelogues, catalogue of books found in Ethiopia, books of poetry, history,
fiction and nonfiction, as well as Jéh 11 Tarikd Négdst ‘History of the Kings’, a
continuation of the traditional writing of the Ethiopian Orthodox church. His book Pme?
Wazema ‘Eve’, falls in this last category.”®

Horuy travelled frequently and was acutely aware of the economic backwardness of his
country. He stated that ‘Japan was a worthy foreign nation that informed Ethiopians could
admire’, as he found consolation there in a world he viewed as threatening to Ethiopia’s living
traditions.”® However, unlike Kidbbida, Horuy was not just afraid of European aggression. He
believed that ‘technological and institutional innovations — like printing and public schools —
might disrupt traditional values’.!®® For Horuy, traditional continuity and technological
advancements were not entirely compatible. However, no serious proposal is made for this,
and he simply suggests finding a middle way where Ethiopians would not lose their traditions
and cultures and would also benefit from modernization. Though at times critical, he strongly
reflects a guided protectionism motivated and rooted in an Ethiopian Orthodox Church
tradition and education.

In sum, early modernizers of Ethiopia seemed aware of the scientific and technological
advancement of Europe but looked towards Japan in awe. Since atheism and materialism were
predominant concerns for these two intellectuals, they believed in emulating a model that could
allow for an Ethiopian traditional continuity while benefiting from the technical progress of
the modernized countries. Despite their reservations, they were optimistic that Ethiopia could
achieve both.

Let us now turn to some of the intellectuals of the second half of the twentieth century

and what they believed about Ethiopia’s modernization.

% ‘Horuy Wildi Sallase’, EAe, 111 (2007), 20a—21a (Bahru Zewde).

7 Bahru Zewde has safely argued that Horuy wrote over twenty books. Those like Molvaer hold that
twenty-six books are attributed to him while some claim twenty-eight and even forty-two. Molvaer 1997, 16.

% Horuy Wildi Sollase 1928/1929.
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1.3.2 Intellectuals of the second half of the twentieth century

Messay Kebede is an Ethiopian philosopher who was a student at Haile Selassie I University
during the student movement of the 1960s and 1970s.!°! His opinions on modernization are
reflections of an Ethiopian who has lived through the revolution of 1974, and the two
succeeding regimes. Of the early intellectuals, Messay criticizes those popularly known as the
Japanizers by arguing that neither they nor the leaders of the time ‘show any determined will
to follow the [Japanese] model’.!%? According to Messay, Horuy was more attentive to tradition
and believed in a transformation from above, and Kdbbidda was much like the other early
modernizers (with the exception of Mikviannon dndalka¢dw), bent on attacking traditional
values and beliefs. Messay argues that none of the Ethiopian intellectuals took up ‘renovating
Ethiopian traditional values’ and as a result ‘modernization became Westernization’.!%* To
understand what he means by this, let us consider some of his works.

His book Survival and Modernization: Ethiopia’s Enigmatic Present. A Philosophical
Discourse is of great value to this discussion. Messay is puzzled as to why Ethiopia has not yet
modernized because many attributes of traditional Ethiopia were supportive of transitioning
smoothly to modernization.!®* He also argues that even the ability Ethiopians had in borrowing
ideas from abroad should have helped.

As stated before, Bahru marks Emperor Tewodros II as Ethiopia’s principal modernizer
because of his attempted military, religious, political, and land reforms.!% Bahru argues, ‘[t]he
response of the clergy was as medieval!®® as the emperor’s question was modern’ to

Tewodros’s unpopular land reforms on the church.!®” For Messay, Emperor Tewodros’s

101 Messay Kebede 2008, viii.

102 Messay Kebede 1999, 268.

103 Thid., 292.

104 Tbid., 256-267.

195 Bahru Zewde 2001, 31.

106 Bahru does not define what he means by medieval. Others have highlighted what marked medieval
Ethiopia. For example, Tsehai Berhane-Selassie remarks that one feature of medieval Ethiopia was that rulers
maintained peripatetic or, ‘“‘wandering capitals’, [and] the monarchs roamed over all the lands to exact tribute and
run their administration’ (Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018, 17). But this had considerably halted after Gondar
became the seat of the monarchy and continued to be even during the Era of the Princes (Zdmdnd Mdsafant) as it
served as the base of the powerless but symbolic monarchs. Tewodros successfully ended this period.

197 Bahru Zewde 2001, 35.
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reforms of reducing the church’s land holding, trying to separate church and state, and
restructuring the army were all ‘infringements serving the higher cause of rescue, not radical
views disparaging Ethiopian values and social fabric as rotten and obsolete’.!® Emperor
Tewodros had the idea that Ethiopia’s survival depended on its modernization. Because of this,
Messay argues that upon initiation and in the Ethiopian understanding of modernization, it ‘was
in no way equated with Westernization; rather, it was a survival option’.!%

According to Messay, the problem came after the victory of Adwa in 1896. Ethiopians
could not emulate Japan because they had seen that they could defend themselves by acquiring
weapons. This victory confirmed Ethiopia’s rulers’ beliefs that if their sovereignty was ever in
question again, they could similarly acquire weapons in the future too. By the time Hayla
Sollase I became emperor in 1930, Messay says it was already too late for Ethiopia as the sense
of urgency to survive was replaced by the monarch’s identification of modernism with
autocracy.!!? In addition, the emperor and the Japanizers were mostly convinced that Ethiopian
society had to be built all over again and did not have the ability to modernize as it were.

The Japanese however had radically structured their society into an arms-producing
industrial country and reduced the power of the emperor. While, Messay writes, ‘the Ethiopian
system went in the opposite direction by concentrating all executive, legislative, and judicial
powers in the monarch’.!!! Following this, the Ethiopian nobility withdrew entirely from
modernization and was stripped of all its roles. Hence, its only role was remaining an absentee
landlord while the newly educated took up governing and administrating the country under the
auspices of the emperor. This led to the realities of contemporary Ethiopia, namely, the
‘absence of a credible and responsible elite’ built on the traditions of Ethiopia.!!? After the
revolution, Messay concludes, the student revolutionaries of the 1970s were repeating the same
error the first intellectuals made: they considered Ethiopia ‘as a society which must be
destroyed and built anew’.!!3
Bahru has argued that the issue with modernization has been its ethnocentric bias, as it is

closely related to the western experience. To Bahru, this is sufficient to explain why

108 Messay Kebede 1999, 270.
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modernization became synonymous with westernization.!!* Messay contends this, arguing that
earlier Ethiopians used zdmdnawinndt to denote western civilization and ‘they meant
something that time brings and something that is transient. In so saying, they implied that they
were not backward; rather, they were temporarily pushed back by a civilization that time
brought’. !>

The largely influential ‘modernizing’ attempt that replaced traditional understandings of
history and time was the spread of western education in Ethiopia. Yirga Gelaw argues that
since Emperor Hayl4 Sollase I there has been a systemic violence against tradition, favoring
western education over traditional education and resulting in the uprooting of a whole
generation of urban Ethiopians.!'® Similarly Messay argues that the introduction of western
education was problematic as it declared that ‘other countries can become civilized only when
they follow Europeans as their example’.!!” The cyclical understanding of time and history was
replaced by one that suggested that time was linear, leading to European civilization as the end-
goal.

What we observe in Messay’s theories is that the early modernizers’ pleas to maintain
Ethiopian traditional values while adopting modern scientific and technological tools has not
succeeded in Ethiopia. Messay’s overall argument is that a traditional understanding of history
and time would have allowed Ethiopians to compete with the West, instead of simply imitating
its cultural as well as technical developments. It is Messay’s strong conviction that state-
sponsored modernization has led to the failures of modernization in Ethiopia because the onset
of western education and the use of modernization for autocratic intentions eroded traditional
means of Ethiopian self-understanding.

Messay’s theories on the failures of modernization have lent him several rebuttals. An
example is Elizabeth W. Giyorgis and her book Modernist Art in Ethiopia. Elizabeth agrees
with Messay that ‘noncolonized Ethiopia offers a very interesting comparative cultural space
to explore the alterity of the colonized, affording a fascinating sociocultural context for the

> 118

phenomenon of modernism’.""® Her work draws from colonial and post-colonial studies of

modernization, as well as global and African history of imperialism and its link to capitalism.
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She then investigates modernism in Ethiopia through the works of artists who encountered
modernism through the years since the Battle of Adwa.

Elizabeth’s book reflects how artistic works continually engaged with modernism and
try to make sense of people’s realities. When discussing art in contemporary Ethiopia, she
mentions Addis Abédba’s crippling socio-economic and political destitution. She asserts that
‘[t]he very nature of modern existence in Addis Abdba, for instance, has created a sense of
exile and displacement in one’s own country’.!?®

In many regards, her book seemingly falls back on Messay’s thesis while offering a
complementary understanding of modernity. She provides another angle from which to
investigate Ethiopian history of engaging with modernity. However, she presents a critique to
Messay’s books by suggesting that he had ‘simplified the shortcomings of modernity by
reclaiming a glorious past, which he implied the modernist interventions of the twentieth
century undermined’.!?? Elizabeth’s other criticism to Messay’s book is that it rooted Ethiopia’s
cultural history in Orthodox Christianity while ignoring Ethiopians that are not followers of
the faith. A similar point is made in a recently published book by Elleni Centime who boldly
asserts that Messay’s works are written ‘to restore what has been lost in Ethiopia by rejecting
the legacy of the student movement’,'?! adding that ‘Messay keeps us mired in a narrow
nationalism that is based in counter-factual conjecture’.!'??> However, Messay’s works neither
claim to glorify Ethiopia’s past, nor do they reject any actor’s legacies. His attempt is to unpack
Ethiopian philosophy and self-understanding through the lens of one Ethiopian tradition, a
worthwhile experiment.

Elleni’s criticism seems to target Messay’s book, Radicalism and Cultural Dislocation
in Ethiopia, 1960-1974 in which he proposes reconsidering the Ethiopian student revolution
of 1974 and asking the reasons behind the radicalization of Ethiopia’s students. His theory is
that since the most active members of the student movements came from Orthodox Christian
backgrounds from northern Ethiopia, this made the now-atheist students yearn for another
ideology to replace the faith they had abandoned. The student’s uprootedness stems from the
modern Ethiopian education system, which allowed them to be gullible devourers of outside

ideologies of their times. Angered by the poverty of their country, its economic backwardness
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and their monarch’s absolutism, Messay concludes that the students were driven into an
ideological radicalism that wished to make Ethiopia the chosen land of Marxism-Leninism,
much like their forefathers had made Ethiopia the chosen land of Christianity.!?3

As for Elizabeth’s critique, Messay’s writings hinge on elite-driven modernization from
Hayli Sollase’s time. They are primarily engaged with the traditions and culture of the political
elite of Ethiopia, which was heavily influenced by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Elizabeth
herself acknowledges the cultural, and socio-political influences of the Orthodox Church by
stating, ‘the rigid social and cultural hierarchies of the Orthodox Church [...] play an important
role in modernism’s enunciations and conceptual registers’.!*

All in all, from studying the philosophical way Ethiopians conceptualize time, the reasons
Ethiopian students were radicalized, and his theories as to the failure of modernization in
Ethiopia, it is obvious that Messay is not taxed with a futile exercise of ‘reviving lost traditions’
as much as he is in understanding them and bringing out the wisdom in them. Neither Elizabeth
nor Elleni venture far from his own exercises.

A historical look into the political structure of nineteenth century Ethiopia might
elaborate the effects of modernization even before the twentieth century, moving the discussion
beyond what Messay and his critics are engaged in. Unlike Messay’s theories, history presents
that the process of modernization had already started fundamentally changing the Ethiopian

social and political structure prior to the Battle of Adwa.
1.3.3 Ethiopia’s socially responsible rulers: Tsehai’s historical investigation

Tsehai Berhane-Selassie’s Ethiopian Warriorhood: Defence, Land & Society: 1800—1941
offers another lens of understanding Ethiopian modernization. She places the question of
modernity and its effect on state-public relations on the dismantling of the ¢d@wa traditional
military-political hierarchy, instead of discussions of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and

western education.!?> A formidable reconstruction of a political structure long abandoned,
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Tsehai’s book forces students of Ethiopian history to shift their attention to the ¢dwa, soldiers
that constituted “a state institution that, in comparison for instance with the judiciary, was alone
in employing the tradition of involving people from the grassroots’.!?® These were socially
supported, ‘self-trained specialists in the art of leadership and in defending not only local
people and lands but also a wider political space: the country, [hagdr], and its people’.!?

Tsehai shows that Ethiopian emperors and these warriors shared similar upbringings, and
this military-political structure supplied Ethiopians with rulers from as lowly as local judges,
all the way to the emperor. Tsehai informs readers that ‘Ethiopian monarchs saw each
individual ¢d@wa warrior as a potential competitor for their thrones’.!?8 Tsehai investigates land
and land holding, childhood games and methods of raising young children, different
denominations of the ¢dwa structure, as well as cultural, historical ideals of personal
responsibility that can still be traced in Ethiopian cultures today.

According to Tsehai, it was the centralizing monarch’s attempts from Emperor Tewodros
IT onwards that has led to Ethiopia’s realities today. She holds, ‘[w]hile the ‘modern’ state took
over from the [¢dwal], it failed to adopt their idealized spirit of participation in political
decision-making by ordinary local people’.!?° This grassroots institution allowed room for the
public to hold its rulers accountable, and made way for the public to express its opinions in
verses, couplets, in spaces such as the military banquet, or [gabar].!3° But this culture that
allowed for public criticism and advanced a socially responsible ruling class did not change
only because of Emperor Hayli Sollase or his constitution, as Messay argues. For Tsehai, this
changed with Emperor Tewodros and was successfully undermined after the Battle of Adwa.

She writes:

the process of marginalizing the chewa was at the core of the policies of Emperor
Tewodros II (r.1855-68), but it matured in the days of Emperor Manilok II (r.1889—
1913) and laid the ground for the ‘modernity’ that Monilok bravely and wisely
introduced. Inadvertently, however, it failed both to bring with it the chewa spirit of

two-way communication between state and population.'?!
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The elimination of this system meant primarily that a state existed that was no longer in
touch with rural Ethiopia and was mostly focused on urban Ethiopia. The modern bureaucratic
class created by Emperor Hayld Sollase was not necessarily rooted in its locality as before.
Since ¢dwa warriors were fundamentally representatives of their localities, they earned their
legitimacy based on multiple criteria that could be observed by the locality they represented.
An example is their military achievements which included defending territory. This was no
longer the case. Ethiopia’s modern educated class answered to the emperor instead of the
public, leading to a weakening of the ways the public could engage the government in dialogue.
This is partly because assuming leadership no longer necessitated a military background, and
partly because this new elite did not draw power from land holding rights like ¢dwa members
of the previous generation. It is also because an educated bourgeoisie appeared as a result of
modern education. They would be hired to serve in government after going through a western-
style education, solidifying this alienation.!*?

Tsehai’s work is helpful in exploring how rulers became removed from the people they
ruled in the second half of the twentieth century but is limited to the early twentieth century
and does not address economic aspects of the modern Ethiopian period. The social realities she
engages with are different from today’s Ethiopian realities. Yet, since the bulk of the
investigation in this dissertation is on the relationship between the EPRDF and Addis Abéba,
it remains an important contribution to the discussion of modernization and the loss of public-
raised representatives without providing their replacement. Without the means to dialogue with
the government, the Ethiopian public was further pushed away from political and economic as
well as social decisions that would be made by those in power. And this is a double exclusion
when considering modernization itself presents ‘all too real inequalities that leave most
Africans today excluded and [object] them from the economic and institutional conditions that
they themselves regard as modern’.!3 This exclusion is key to understanding the value of

humor in contemporary Ethiopia.
1.3.4 Concluding remarks

In conclusion to this section, through the works of Messay and Tsehai, modernization in
Ethiopian appears to be a movement that was conceptualized ‘in terms of conflict between

tradition and modernity, not in terms of modernity going in for the revival and enhancement of
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tradition’.!** Both scholars agree that regardless of what the process’s initiators espoused, a
century later, Ethiopia’s modernization attempt has resulted in the creation of successive
political elites who are not politically responsible to the majority of Ethiopians. It has also
created a society where modernization is equated with cultural westernization, and where
economic policies have not yet born fruit for the average Ethiopian. The thesis will enable us
to observe how contemporary Ethiopians express their place in the modern world and what the

flag posts of modernization are in Addis Abéba today.
1.4 Humor in Ethiopia
1.4.1 Humor in Amharic: Defining ¢iwata

Anthropological approaches to humor stress that humor is anchored in culture and ultimately
in language. Mahadev L. Apte, who studies humor through an anthropological approach, writes

the following:

humor is by and large culture based and [...] humor can be a major conceptual and
methodological tool for gaining insights into cultural systems. Humor is primarily
the result of cultural perceptions, both individual and collective, of incongruity,
exaggeration, distortion, and any unusual combinations of the cultural elements in

external events.'®

Considering this, it seems important to discuss the language of the humor investigated in

this thesis.

136

Ambharic is the lingua franca'>° of Ethiopia and has been the country’s official language

until recently.!3” Several scholars have commented on the nature of the Amharic language. The
Ethiopian linguist of the late nineteenth early twentieth century, Aldga Kidana Wild Kafle, has

said the following about it:

PUICE @9 Fh PoLem-d TNOCINT APLT® ATICT 4 AT 104D+ AN avavsem- R0+
hrt Ao« AT PATTO- 0108 AT 00AIC 10+ PO+ hurt ATICT
NAPAD- Fav2CF Q10 221n GRS OHPLm 102 NIAH NPC AA 0108 2% AR 10090
PN AZICE 17 AL aeIPUC “10 ACA $9°C AAMLAD: (PLHD- (PHPE A £ Len 9Pl
NPLAG A6 "8G APTFAOM horhe (PC A7LaPIULT ATICT STt PAD-9°: He,
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WILIPGRD- Z1LIPTATID U~ ATICT A8l (14 272 106 NPD-¢-B M- NPUTS +APT +PCI°
AL AhH (LMG aPHIN Pie NORH PATF LOAT A8 ALTOIPS

Old men who know the history of Amharic say that it is used in four different ways.
The first is by the house of clergy (church), the second by the palace, the third by
merchants. The fourth is by the people of the country(side). The church’s Amharic
is defined and founded on grammatical rules, and meanings. No other language
besides Go’az can infiltrate it. The people’s Amharic however does not have a
guardian teacher or rules for its verbs and so through the years other languages add
to it. It is not static like the clergy’s Amharic and it changes both in written and in
spoken form; as we see and hear today Ambharic is an incredibly vast language. If it
was written down from all the districts and continents its dictionary would be larger
than a Go’az dictionary.
The main idea here is that the language’s defining trait is its malleability, and that it
continually adopts and expands itself by incorporating words from various languages.
The anthropologist Simon Messing explains the grammar of the language as follows

considering the multiple meanings Amharic words have. He says:

[t]he Amharic language lends itself readily to puns and hidden meanings, since many

verbs can have double or triple interpretations due to the hidden variations in the

basic verbal stem and the absence or presence of gemination of some consonants.'

A third remark is made by another linguist, who claims that the Amharic speaker uses
the language’s faculties for the sake of ambiguity.!** Marew Alemu argues that especially in
matters pertaining to political power and social order, the users of the Amharic language are
enthusiastic about hiding meaning.'*!' He makes a similar conclusion in an article about
Ambharic taboo words where he lays out five categories in which Ambharic users use
replacement words to avoid mentioning things explicitly. These categories are matters of

respect, fear, disgust, tongue-twisters, and phrases with sexual content.

138 4liqa Kidand Wild Kofle n.d., 103.

139 Messing 1956, 69.

149 On the topic of ambiguity, there is another scholar who has published a detailed linguistic exploration
of ambiguity in Amharic where he also delves into the ambiguity in Ambharic idioms, metaphors and expressions.
See Getahun Amare 2001, 34.

141 Marew Alemu 2020 (personal conversation).
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For example, he argues that Amharic speakers hide the actual word for terms such as

4 and when

Holy Communion,'#* giving birth,!** when calling one another respectfully,'*
talking about death.!* He also mentions how people do not call diseases by their names,'* nor
animals that bring them harm.!#” There are also various words used to describe poverty without
calling it poverty, but rather ‘being naked’.!*® The list continues. Considering the vast extent
of the replacing words that are used in the language, he concludes that Amharic speakers are
drawn to concealing, rather than to explicitly stating ideas. According to Marew, Ambharic
speakers use the language for the sake of ambiguity.!* Though this argument is lacking in
empirical research that may help the argument, it does come to a conclusion shared by several
other scholars of Amharic language and culture.'*°

In the case of humor and language, Victor Raskin introduces the term bona fide and non
bona fide communication arguing that humor ‘unlike lying; another non-bona-fide mode of
communication, is cooperative’; he presents humor as though it were playfulness.!>! The
Amharic equivalent for the word humor is ¢n.PJ ¢dwata, a term broadly invoking playfulness.
Before defining this term, it is important to note that the Amharic term for the word ‘joke’ is
POL gdld. 1t is defined as making fun of another, mocking, lying and teasing for the sake of
drawing laughter.!>? Yet, the word ¢dwata is the better fit as a character trait, a psychological
and social phenomenon, and as being translatably equivalent to the word ‘humor’.

According to the dictionary of Dasta Takldwdld, the word ¢dwata has the following
selected usages and definitions.

PF: Cdwata «T1CE ¢ A& HA.T PH HH ¥id £2APE h av@COCy “of talk, racing, playful

wrestling (jest), music, banter, laughter, joke (mockery), ball throwing’

142 Marew Alemu 2001, 1, 32.

143 Ibid., 33.

144 Ibid., 36.

195 Ibid., 37.

146 Ibid., 38.

147 1d.

148 Ibid., 39.

149 Marew Alemu 2020 (personal conversation).
150 See Levine 2014.

151 Aarons 2017, 181.

152 K 48ate Borhan Tdsdmma 1958/1959, 351; Dista Taklawild 1970, 1060.
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ad-t: cidwwate «ehPI APE 0@+ ‘one who knows how to speak’

BPF | mPd:: cdwata | ¢awota «2aPIPUETT 11°10» ‘speech of teachers’

TR @t ticawwdtd «PPT a AR TIC TG1E FAGE HEG [...] AAlm» ‘he spoke of the
secular and the spiritual, engaging in playful wrestling, to sing, to make fun of’;
«t12143: e PF tarAd( TAPDM» ‘to have a dialogue, to engage in playful dialogue’

asnMt: miccawdt «aPIC aPAd-t av Ty ‘to speak, to wrestle, to run’

POt Cowawwat «¥1°9C» ‘dialogue’

DRPOF: mdaccdawawdt «aP121CE A74.U 1 ap004y ‘to have a dialogue, to speak on what
has happened’

hB Dt accawwdtd «@°1 AOD 114 A1P14E [...] AP L0 A0T» ‘to talk, to report, to have
others talk about something, to make laugh, to make happy’

KB PT: adcawad «h1226 hE TCO PTIPONET AN T4 AT [...] PaP0A PP LANG:
[...] AL ‘topic of conversation, one who makes others laugh, one who is hilarious,
one who is like Aldga Gébra Hanna, a philosopher of humor, one who knows jokes’.!>

The Amharic dictionary by the ELRC defines the word as the following:

PF: Cawata «1. 11°1C: @-L0F 2. AdL: &CP: PAL 3= P91.00P: PII.LHGT DG DRIP 191910
‘1. speech, discussion 2. jest, wrestling, joke 3. funny, amusing talk or speech’

e PF: yacawata «PPOL: RI°C LAY ‘of joke, something that is not serious’

POD-t: Cowawwat «DéE LCA (1CH @-LLeT DRI 79910 “talk, dialogue or speech’

ter@titicawwidtd «1. 19142 TOLL 2. tAd: +PALy ‘1. to speak, to discuss 2. to jest, to
make jokes’

tm@+Ot: ticawwdtdbbdt «PALNT: ARdNT» ‘he made jokes on someone, he mocked
someone’

aEMF: mdccawdaca «aPPAE: T104.9» ‘one who is joked on, one who is mocked’

tBPT: tacawal «PALS: e PF APE» ‘one who knows jokes, one who knows humor’.!5

Késate Borhan Tdsdmma defines the word ¢dwata and its usages as follows.

@t Giwwdtd «(aPBOT) AR AR HAT? FBO+T: 1197 AT 0N 80+ “(to play)
he played different songs, he played the harp, chess and gdbdra'>’; «1€-1 AR g« ¢
we. (1871 AR @ty ‘he harmed the poor, he played on the poor’

153 Dista Tiklawild 1970, 601.
154 Ethiopian Languages Research Center (ELRC) 2001, 571.
155 An Ethiopian board game. ‘Gibita’, E4e, 11 (2005), 598b-599a (R. Pankhurst).
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BLDF: Ciwdita «e®F 7 AR AR 7487 NPA av1,01C LT D+ NHAPS. Dé- 04017 1791°1C aPIANTY
‘to verbally, orally, express thoughts of various matters with friends or relatives’
D2 Ciwdt «nA0T 19 eOFT aEDT: ORI AINSHE (197 M M7 aPsHOT “to play ball

or field hockey or chess, harp, gdbdta’

SPp@t: PMO-TE Cowwat, Cowawwat «PAN 0407 N791°1C aPIAAT: PR PDT: DRI P4.LA
PO LI T9°1C» ‘to express one’s thoughts in speech, to discuss, or the sound of an
alphabet, speech’

asmMF: miccawdica «PALET AR AR aBOF: ML PP AP avBOF ATl 0152
a(3P: ORI OTIC TIOLPT NPT aPAQ L71B0ENT avm®F T1C» ‘things children
play with, what ¢@wa children play with chess, harp, mdscngo'>® or things they play
with in question and answer form’

LB ERN: yoccawwdtu al «Q0@+ PO AP 1014 @ 1T» ‘man talked and discussed
verbally’!57

Since the definition for md¢cawdca by Késate Borhan uses ¢dwa, it is defined to see if ¢dwa

and ¢dwata are related. Below are some of the definitions listed for ¢iwa. '8

P: Cdwa «n0L AP @177 T ATDAS: N104 P O AD- PP A By “of great family
and lineage, one who is decent by birth or by work, a child of a ¢dwa’; «fatT14:
P G: LU0 eR P+ ML avyLIPT £NAAY ‘uneducated, unable to write, unable to
read, is called ¢dwa or illiterate’; «0£:9%G 0@+ LAD- A1 N6L:9LD- g, P £'TY 10 LOAAY
‘one who has age and knowledge, one who has age is called he is ¢awa’.!>

And finally, here is the Go“oz word for ¢d@wata according to Kidand Wild Kofle.

RPF: sawit as: «aPFYRi: aPNL&: avTIC TINFOPE PPE CTAHH: [...] v aveB@ti
avysesrtE O @<= [...] 9P91Cx» ‘to scream, to broadcast, to tell, to inform, of

declaration, of orders, to laugh, to play, to make noise, of a lot of people, to speak’.!°

156 Single stringed musical instrument, often used by musicians known as Azmari who also use playful
poetry and recitations to express opinions. See Ashenafi Kebedde 1975.

157 K 48ate Borhan Tdsdmma 1958/1959, 1336.

158 Kidani Wild Kofle defines the word 3P Sewa as 9°Chi °Ch&: qIHGE 09°Ch 940G 9°ChrR: 9°ChE T,
‘enslaved, a community of slaves, being a slave, the condition of being enslaved’. This word was looked up in
hopes that it was related to énP cdwa. It appears not. Kidand Wild Kafle 1955/1956, 773.

159 K 48ate Borhan Tdsdmma 1958/1959, 1336.

160 Kidand Wild Kafle 1955/1956, 748.
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All in all, the definitions given for ¢dwata are the following: rhetoric, joke telling, playing
games, jesting, having knowledge of language, mocking, dialectics, teaching, wit, and causing
laughter. Since the definitions indicate a link between humor and oratory skills, the use of
humor seems a key aspect of people’s speeches, declarations, conversations and persuasive
dialogues.

The wide applicability of the word ¢d@wata is also demonstrative of how Ambharic equips
speakers with the ability to state different things at once. This is regardless of whether or not
the speaker is being humorous. Take the word ¢dwa for example. It can mean both illiterate
and belonging to noble birth.!®! If someone were to call another a ¢dwa, it would be difficult
to decipher if it was meant as an insult or a praise.

In addition, irony and sarcasm were defined in the previous chapter. Their Amharic
equivalents are P&+ moagsdt, AOT>C asmur or Ta>P Samutt. Massdt is irony proper and is a
popular Ambharic literary technique. It is, like its English counterpart, invoked as an opposition
or contradiction to something. Being witty, and knowing the multiple meanings of words, puns,
however, are all categorizable under knowing ¢d@wata in Amharic. Keeping in mind that satire
was defined as comedy of criticism in the previous chapter, it can be safely categorized under
cawata as well. We will see in the following two sub-sections that Ethiopian ¢d@wata is not
mere cynicism and mockery, and that it engages people in critical thinking, much like satire.

In conclusion, the thesis proceeds with the accepted use of ¢dwata as humor’s Amharic
equivalent. Beyond the language’s words which can relay multiple meanings, sophisticated
Ambharic speakers use ¢dwata for critical as well as persuasive purposes. This is not to mean
that humor is the only way of self-expression, but one that is appreciated, and used for social

and political functions.
1.4.2 Some ¢dwata from Ethiopian history and historiography: A survey of selected works

Many writers of Ethiopian history utilize idiosyncratic phrases, humorous anecdotes and jokes
in their historical works. Some also use poems and phrases uttered by Ethiopians to show public
opinions of the times they are investigating. However, these are used in various forms to

complement their historical research but not as serious parts of their historical investigations.

161 Members of monarchic families are educated in reading and writing and so it is unclear why the word
also means illiterate. For example, Emperor Tewodros is spoken highly of for his education. Empress Taytu,
among many things, knew how to read and write Amharic and had mastered Ga‘az well. They might ofcourse be

exceptions in light of the vast members of Ethiopian royal families. Bairu Tafla 2020 (personal conversation).
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Below is a short assemblage of some notable Ethiopian historians and scholars, and their uses
of diwata as historical references.!%?

The first cases to observe are Emperor Tewodros’s chronicles and historical works. One
chronicle written by Ddbtdira Zénnéb is short and descriptive of only the first five years of the
emperor’s reign.!% Others, written by Aldga Wéldd Maryam and presumably!®* by Aldga
Lamlam, are complete works of the emperor’s life and rule. Poems, couplets, proverbs and
¢dwata are particularly present in Aldga Lamldm’s work, but anecdotal and humorous
references are present in all three chronicles.

Here is one example from Aldga Ldmlam’s work:

4.2.1 299° Am, tLLCA A7 ALALH ALLNLMN Ak ATE aviir(, FIPUCT PAAD- +9ICHh avd) A\ PHO- (LA-T LH,
BIPL hOLC £APP €A TF AATFD- THw<g° ¢ HP) SPTF R4 OFF 10+ At ACAI® BIPL L9147 K76
0998 £ 17 AAD-PI° ALANF@- L1 THw< AP SHATFD Ad. P77 LHD- HI° Ade 2988 ROI° ool haPAM-::

165

And again when Emperor Tewodros was getting people caught and beaten one monk with no education
was captured and brought, when the emperor said to hold him he said ‘Oh Emperor, may the
Lord show you, I am a priest’ and the king said ‘if you are a priest what is the number of the
Psalms’ and when he responded by saying ‘forgive me Emperor I am a priest of the field I do not
know’ [you] the king were in laughter and you held your mouth and kept quiet and the priest of

the field escaped from being beaten.

In his book, History of the Oromo (from 1500-1900), ‘A$me Giyorgis narrates an
amusing tale of two men’s conversation about a battle between the two great kingmakers

towards the end of the Era of Princes in the nineteenth century.!%® These are Ras Ali of Willo

162 For an analysis of historical writing in Ethiopia, see James De Lorenzi’s Guardians of The Tradition:
Historians and Historical Writing in Ethiopia and Eritrea, De Lorenzi 2015.

163 Z&nnéb 1902.

164 This assumption is suggested by Professor Bairu Tafla. Bairu Tafla 2020.

165 Fysella 1959, 24.

166 The author of this edition, Fossum Wildédmaryam, has replaced Galla by Oromo as the word Galla is
no longer in use for its derogatory connotations. The title he gave his edition is ?%4éa? 1.8:CLA 104 9Py LCOFT:
PACT A6 (n1500-1900) (h& A28 A v-A't) Yd ‘asmd Giyorgis Gdbrd Mdsih Darsditoc: Yda oromo tarik (kil500—
1900) (Kofl And Anna Huldtt) ‘A$me Giyorgis Gébrd Masih’s works: The History of the Oromo (from 1500-

1900) (Part one and two)’. The original text however is found in two parts. The first part is ©24 Jéh Ydgalla Tarik
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and Ddggazmac Wobe of Somen and Togray. He uses their conversation to emphasize the

confusing nature of their battle:

4.4.2 00 Ad. HaP7 0TB7IS 191677 001 RET O P70 NACTT +BCRE AT AATTT &H &0 AT A.@) Havt
LA FOC AT KOG AL +PHx &0 AAI® hdh 15 Ahh 1414 G 8T 0075 Ar? 0% AAIH
TENFD- LA 040 AN 1043 B (1) D+ A4 D mPPD- PAANT ALA -0 ALG LT @, +PT:: Avd AAD-
&0 AN T R8T @, 19920 HOH AAD- (@ AFOLI° (LAD* K1tk 1O LAPRFT A 9°7 18 AD- DD
Anz07

During Ras Ali’s time, the ruler of Somen and Togray, Ddggac¢ Wabe, upset about the Oromo, took
Abund Sédlama with him to fight Ras Ali. They fought in Agbar near Dabré Tabor. Ras Ali fled
until Yéanédga and Géardgéra. Ddggac Wabe and the bishop were captured by Borru Aligaz. Victory
was Ras Ali’s. One man asked another for news and the other responded saying ‘Ras Ali and
Ddggac Wabe fought’. And the former said, ‘and so’, the other responded ‘Ras Ali fled. Ddggac
Wabe was captured’. The former said, ‘come on, narrate properly?’, the other man responded,

‘how could I narrate properly what they have not done properly themselves?’.'®®

This is demonstrative of how locals make jokes about their political (military) leaders.

‘A$me presents another anecdote to highlight the inter-mixed ethnic as well as religious
make-up of Ethiopians. Though it appears ‘A$me is almost lamenting the absence of a proper
delineation between the different religious and ethnic groups of Ethiopia, the joke he uses

presents the humorous way Ethiopians explain their lives. He writes,

4.2.3 (L@ ®¢-t € (2) APT PLA 1414 NTLOA VIC 15T+ B hL19°LC b PG TFO: L 19°L L PHLD7
MPPD- AA 9°7 271 10 N Ak ACT° 10+ WG NCATLET 104T He @R AAATCYT FANNT AAD-: (BI°LLD-I°
AC@<z: (HY HC ASNmé THIPLD Ak 5:37 (A% A71%7) mPP@- A= ik (GCL 7 RAL+E o0t
NNCAELTS NANAT® TP1@- DL 77 P7190@+: AAD-9° avA hE:B (uark A78) hs7 BNAA A £0AA:

In those same months two men met in a land called Wadla Gérégéra. One is from Bégemadr and one is
from Yégu. The one from Bédgemadr asked the one from Yagu what ethnicity he is from and the

other responded ‘my father is Oromo my mother was a Christian but now she thinks of converting

“The History of the Galla’, the second is ¢4 112+ #¢h Yasawa Nigdst Tarik ‘The History of the Kings of Sawa’.
Bairu Tafla combined the two and titled his edition Asma Giyorgis and His Work: History of the Galla (from
1500-1900). Bairu Tafla 2020 (personal conversation).

167 Fassum Wiilddmaryam 2017, 228.

168 Bairu Tafla has translated this by using ‘seriously’ and Tsehai Berhane-Selassie uses ‘order’. I have

opted to use ‘proper’, convinced that it is closer to the Ambharic original. Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018, 68.
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to Islam’. The one from Bégemadr also told him. As they were counting their lineage, they found
out they were related. And one asked the other, ‘upon judgement day, would the Muslims enter

heaven or the Christians?” The other responded, ‘one of the two is definitely going to suffer’.'®’

A third example from ‘A$me’s book demonstrates how humor was also used in
traditional historiography to rebuke other historians. This itself results in a humorous
presentation of the history ‘A$me is trying to correct. Here is the history of Ase Lobnd Dangal,
the emperor in whose reign Ahméd Grai would rise and would bring devastation to the king

and to Christian Ethiopia:

424 OAFCZP Foh A% A0 £1A07T WEl ARG« PREPFPA NIXATFI® TICLI® D¢ DB PRCHTPA:
AR SO PANTS LPTTFPA AR Amdet AN A9V A& 07 A28 Ot Lhg°y av Pt
A18IA &S DL TH8 U1 WIPD NAD- +PF MCTI° A0PT) Aavy AD-::! !

In Ethiopian history they terribly sanctify Emperor Lobné Dangoal and make him appear as though he
were companion with the Virgin Mary. The angel Ragu’el becomes his messenger, and they say
he provoked the ruin of Ethiopia by praying for war by saying, we have been pampered, we are

weak like women, so that we do not forget battle do send us trouble’.

‘A$me is not convinced that this is what actually happened, and his comment is a
mockery of the way his predecessors have written this particular history.

Another historian is Mirso‘e Hazédn Wélda Qirqos. His book Of What I Saw and Heard
is a first-hand account of the time from the last few years of Emperor Manilok II’s until Lag
Iyyasu’s rule. It contains a wealth of popular sayings and quotes, which are used to explain
primary observations made by the author. Among the proverbs, poems and sayings in the book,
there are some witty and sarcastic ¢dwata included. For example, upon the demotion of Ras
Abate from his territory of Kémbata, his troops deserted him. Alone now, he returned to Addis
Abiba and submitted himself to Lag lyyasu, the uncrowned ruler of Ethiopia from 1911 until
1916, who imprisoned him. At the same time, Ddggazmac Abroha was released from prison
and would later become Minister of the Interior. The public, writes Mérso‘e Hazén, ‘did not

approve of this and so a couplet was composed’.

169 Literal translation for this is ‘one of the two will eat excrement’, but the phrase is generally used, until
today, to denote heavy suffering.

170 This may appear to be an error in the text for those used to &-1a 794 Lobni Dangal instead of 71A
£7910 Nabld Dangol. But this variant is attested in some instances. Refer to: Solomon Gebreyes et al., 2019.

17! Fassum Wiilddmaryam 2017, 54.
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4.2.5 0H 014 APT PR PCO AOPHT AT ALFOCE ANCY (L85
Sprouting off teeth, the earth laughed heartily; At [Abatd’s] imprisonment and [Abraha’s] release

Mirso'e Hazdn also has a few poems recited by Empress Taytu upon the death of her
husband Emperor Manilok II. He was not given an open state burial for fear of political tumult
following news of his death. The historian Bairu Tafla holds that succession is Ethiopia’s
consistently recurring headache.!”® Therefore, Emperor Manilok had to be buried in secret at
Ba’ata LaMaryam church in Addis Abdba with only his daughter Zawditu, and his wife

Empress Taytu present. Taytu lamented:

4.2.6 AP0LAF TINT4E 196F TI0a0 3t 10 (GFrE AD- av Py AePCIP LN T

174 175
]

Ours it was to command the [ambilta] '” to blare and the [ndgarit] ™ to beat; Being mortals though, our

hour has come'’®

On Empress Zawditu (r. 1916-1930), it is worth mentioning a popular couplet about her
death that is still in circulation in Addis Abéba today. It goes:

4.2.7 ¢ 07k Lavt W PGTTO-T 12 HORET RIC 180 TF O+
She didn’t like cats even in the past, Empress Zédwditu has been killed by an andr

This poetic criticism is a play on the word Andr which in Amharic is the name for one
species of cats. There was a popular belief at the time that a Swedish doctor called Haner who
used to work at the Beté-Sayda hospital was responsible for the queen’s death. The doctor’s
name resembles the Amharic word andr. Ethiopians used this similarity in pronunciation of a
word in two languages to make their theory known.

A third example is listed to show how Mirso‘e Hazdn uses popular sayings to
demonstrate popular understandings of political succession and predictions. After the death of

Ras Mik“annon, Méarso‘e Hazén has recorded that people said,
4.2.8 0ch(VE U 99248 1047 KA [aoheFT] RH +bOC

He was the repose for all of Ethiopia; Mik¥énnan is now buried, taking along with him the throne'”’

172 Hailu Habtu 2004, 106.

173 Bairu Tafla 2020 (personal conversation).

174 Ambilta is a long trumpet like flute. ‘dmbilta’, E4e, 11 (2005), 273a-274b (C. T. Kimberlin).
175 Niigarit is a kettledrum. ‘Nigarit’, E4e, I11 (2007), 1104b (C. T. Kimberlin).

176 Hailu Habtu 2004, 136.

177 Ibid., 19.
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Mirso e Hazén adds that this is an ‘allusion to the popular expectation then that he would
succeed Emperor Monilok’.!78

The popular expressions in forms of poetry in Of What I Saw and Heard are used to scoff
at political decisions, and to mark people’s expectations. They were also used by all Ethiopians,
including the ruling elite, to express their emotions and lamentations. But again, beyond being
the additional information to the main history being narrated, these are not investigated for
much else.

Bahru Zewde is the historian who has admitted to our endeavor to study popular opinion

carefully, though perhaps unintentionally. He writes the following about Lag lyyasu,

The charges of apostasy levelled against [Iyyasu] during his overthrow in 1916 clung
to him for a long time, and his playboy manners and inordinate sexual appetites have
filled the history books. [...] Popular tradition has been fairer. His handsome features
and his oratorical gifts and athletic exploits captured the public imagination. Even
his notorious dissoluteness was viewed with considerable indulgence. It was

attributed to his youth, and he was expected to shed it and to become more purposeful

with maturity.'”

This is important as it establishes the balancing power of multiple historical sources, and
also highlights the value Ethiopians attach to oratory skills.

Perhaps a supplement to this narration could be the popular poem that goes,
4.2.9 K0 A7 Pt 0P O/ PTLLNAT] 97 PULEMNT By
Abba Graii'® has died, the friend to my belly; He used to feed me white meat and figg ‘honey-wine’
This is still recounted today. In contrast, people also recount the following about Lag
Iyyasu’s successor, Emperor Hayld Sollase I,
4.2.10 046 Mm& &C46
Even crumbs have disappeared during Téféri’s time

Contextually, these last two couplets are about the disappearance of military banquets
and feasts that were a serious part of the political and military structure of Ethiopia in the

nineteenth century. These disappeared for various reasons, among which was the centralizing

178 Hailu Habtu 2004, 19.

179 Bahru Zewde 2001, 121.

130 This is one of the horse-names of Lag lyyasu. The other is Abba Tena. Mahtiméi-Sellasé Wilda-Misqil
and Bairu Tafla 1969, 7, 210.
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process of the emperors starting with Emperor Tewodros I1.!8! This process led to the creation
of a state controlled military force which sidelined traditional warriors. Banquets were
necessary for feeding the traditional troops. Both became obsolete after Emperor Hayla
Sollase’s rise to power.

The historian Bairu Tafla’s works are also complemented with poetic and witty
expressions. For example, consider his article “Two of the Last Provincial Kings of Ethiopia’.
Prior to the Battle of dmbabo in the Ethiopian winter of 1881, two of Ethiopia’s last provincial
kings, King Tdkld Haymanot and King Manilok II were trying to expand their territorial
boundaries and their political powers as a result. Their generals, Ras Dérdso and Ras Gobéna

respectively, collided. Bairu narrates:

4.2.11 [Ras] Dérdso went to [G]imma in late 1881 or early 1882, to receive homage and collect tribute
from the Sultan of the territory, Tulu, often known as Sultan Abba [Gsfar]. This coincided with
the arrival of Ras Gobédna and his army from the north with the same purpose. For a while
confrontation seemed imminent but considering the fact that he was too far away from Débré-
[Marqos] to hope for reinforcement, Ras Dardso withdrew, warning his opponent that he would
return better armed sometime in the future. The [Goggam] army left hurriedly, leaving behind
the tribute they had collected, and it was at this time that the following couplet was sung in Sawa:

AT180 TEPT 09°7 &0Phe
TCAFDF B9 AR PAD" ch% Alv:
How will the people of Goggam laugh from now on?

They say they went away and left their teeth [ivory] in [G]imma.'®?

This poem’s humorous line rests on the word ‘teeth” which can mean both ivory, and
human teeth. People were mocking Ras Dirdso and his men for fleeing and for having
abandoned their booty.

Another historian to consider is Tsehai Berhane-Selassie. Her book Ethiopian
Warriorhood: Defence, Land & Society: 1800—1941 contains perhaps by far the closest a
historian has come to highlighting the value of humor to Ethiopians. An example is one of the
games young boys play for the holiday of the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ on Mount Tabor.
Nationally known as Buhe or Hoyya-Hoyye, this is celebrated towards the end of the rainy
season of Ethiopia. Today, part of the celebration is that young boys go around neighbourhoods

131 For a discussion of military banquets and the ¢édwa military-politico structure, refer to Tsehai Berhane-
Selassie’s Ethiopian Warriorhood. Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018.

182 Bairu Tafla 1973, 11, 37.
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making praise-poetry to earn bread or money. In the past, these games were designed to develop
children’s ‘sharp wits and a politico-militaristic sense of obedience, loyalty and self-
sufficiency’.!83 Tsehai argues that these ‘wet season games trained the young in mental agility,
witticism, military skills and politics.”'®* On Buhe, Tsehai adds, the lyrics ‘teased and begged
for their “usual share” [...] of bread and attention’.'®> The following is still repeated today and

is part of the lyrics of Hoya-Hoye games:

4212 ¢ e &

MPF 10 AT,
Hoyya hoyye, my woes,
¢dwata is my hobby

This is repeated after a particular witty poem, invoked to remind the listener that it was
just a joke, a playful remark, and that there is no need to be angry.

Other games are the traditional gdnna (field hockey) games. Tsehai explains the value of
humor in this particular game as follows:

Team leaders took credit and praise for winning and blame for losing, suffering
jeering and teasing. Teasing after [gdnna] games resulted in ‘masters’ and servants
insulting each other, and the social impression, especially the jeering that followed
the game, remained for a long time, exaggerating players’ actual prowess or
weakness. In some contexts, the insults signaled that ‘masters’ and servants were
related with each other over these war-like confrontations, and the insults became
challenges or threats to their enemies. Poems touching on the looks, social

backgrounds or character of people spared neither team leaders nor emperors.'*®

An example is a joke made on Emperor Manilok’s protruding front teeth after one such
game:
4.2.13 0A712 27928 (I°L:C LATD-PA

T4 HAP TC ML L PA

You can tell someone who is going to heaven

His teeth pass his lips to enjoy the warmth of the sun'®’

183 Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018, 145.
184 14

185 Tbid., 149.

186 Thid., 153.

187 1d.
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Even the emperor was made fun of for his looks. And similar to buhe games, teasers

would add the following lines to remind those being teased not to get angry.

4.2.14 M9 e, PF: A2IMI° 1.3

In the gdnna game (¢dwata); Master does not get upset'®®

According to Tsehai, humorous dialogue, teasing and expressing oneself was encouraged
in youth in nineteenth century Ethiopia. This was a trait that developed with them as they joined
the military-political hierarchy. It was one of the tools they were expected to use in voicing
their communities’ concerns to rulers in various public gatherings. Through Tsehai’s
investigation, students of Ethiopian history are led into a country where a monarchic state made
room for grass-roots opinions, often through poetry and humor, and a society that raised its
youth with the utmost faith that they will grow up to become ¢dwa rulers who are socially
responsible even later as they rise up in rank. One more humorous anecdote from Tsehai’s book
is an example of the ways humor was used to encourage people to acts of bravery, in battle and

elsewhere:
4.2.15 QP A7 A A71§ K788 LOTY J4 FUPE £C1%
Stomp around, even if you don’t fight; Let the bugs fall off your father’s shield'®’

The jurist Aberra Jembere lends us insight into the ordinary Ethiopian’s oratory skills in
litigation and affairs of the law in his book, An Introduction to the Legal History of Ethiopia
1434—1974. Here too, humor plays a significant role as a persuasive rhetoric device. Since his
book is a historical investigation of law in Ethiopia, Aberra discusses the infamous road-side
courts and litigation of pre-1960 Ethiopia. He presents court cases where women, youth and
older men are all engaged in traditional litigation equipped with poetic and humorous Ambharic,
aided with proverbs, witty remarks, insults, and mockery.

He writes what some have observed about these Ethiopians in relation to litigation:
‘Plowden called litigation the favorite sport of young men and children’,'”® and ‘the humblest
Ethiopian seemed able to speak well in court’.!”! Aberra gives examples of Ethiopians using
wit in criminal investigations and in court. Jon Abbink has written that in ‘nineteenth and early

twentieth century travellers’ literatures, highland Ethiopians were frequently described as a

188 Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018, 153.
139 Ibid., 163.

190 Aberra Jembere 2000, 32.

91 Ibid., 33.
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people deeply preoccupied with law, often engaged in litigation, and as imbued with a strong
sense of justice and fairness, despite the strongly hierarchical and authoritarian nature of their
society and political system’.!°? Aberra is convinced of this view too. He argues that although
hierarchy based ‘on social standing (nobles vs. commoners and serfs) and on divinely ordained
power (monarch) was pervasive and recognized, there was a minimum conception of ‘rights’,
of justice which could be demanded by anyone’.!?3

Here is an example from Aberra’s book which presents the value of wit and strong

knowledge of Amharic grammar in matters of law:

4.2.16 In a certain place, there were three well-known thieves who brought about untold harm to the
people of the community. Their names were [Limma], [Bitiw] and [Ganbér]. They lived in the
community pretending to be law-abiding citizens. The people tolerated them quite a long time
for fear of vengeance. However, in one of the public meetings, a certain witty man declared that
in our community, the thief is flourishing ([/dmma]), he better stop it ([bitdw yatiw]), if he does

not, are we supposed to be kept on jammed in such a meeting every day ([gdnbdr bdsdrrdqd
quir])."**

Another author who has written on traditional litigation is Sib4si Limma. His book 7nf#
Tdtdyydq ‘Be Asked’ portrays traditional litigation as the favorite pastime of Ethiopians.!®> He
explains why by saying:

PPk Foet O+1a RPC [...] 7L1ICAT A28 11C Ads: @ TO9° +@-53P QUCL PINLD- PNATIG
HNAT AANNAE ARLIP: HT91 ALPH: PADTT ATPAPA: PTIC AP-4ANS A PALI® PPPS Lavdp
PAD PI°C PAPOTE ANT 1@< 99 E AavCHt: LHR9P AChT: HGG hCT AdepRET
NPL1e O+91,0E7 1.9 NAVITS NCHT Lme.Pi: NHUI 10 NAO- 1T ATPAPALD- MAZ
OtAL v Fm- R1% PR PAT: (PANLE ALDIC: OFet: (hdFdh: OATIPPATS
NeAaN-t H&PT PNABTS AHT aoPy @10~ INCE PIHY v-te @0 OFdet 19 TCht 10+
ATN8Y: O, DEET: hAd AD8TL0-7 v-h £TICHS PTTAA P10

Whenever we mention the old court [...] there is one thing that should be mentioned.
The way the accuser and accused dressed, the way they stood, the way they held
their sticks, their bodily movements, the way they present their cases and in general

192 Abbink 2017, 5.

193 Aberra Jembere 2000, 31.

194 Tbid., 246.

195 This Téitdyyéq style of litigation process is not limited to the secular realm. There are records where this
litigation was used at the council of Boru—Meda that was held to settle the theology disputes of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church in 1878 by Emperor Yohannas IV. Méangastu Lamma 2010/2011, 159-160.

196 Sibési Limma 1992/1993, 14-15.
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the light-mood and grandeur associated with the litigation had theatrical features. To
be able to defeat the opponent, and to gain fame and honor from winning one needed
alertness, wisdom, and strength. As a result, beyond the physical movement, one’s
speech needed to have proverbs, folklore, oral literature, riddles, and other linguistic
tools. It is this free show that used to capture the attention of passersby.
In addition, if the cases were not settled in these courts, they could go as far up as the
highest court of the land, the imperial court. And the litigation process would be the same —
theatrical and humorous. Some like Gibrdhoywit Baykédaii, one of the prominent intellectuals

of the early twentieth century in Ethiopia, were not fans of these roadside court spectacles. He

proclaimed:

AT87L 0o VIC ALAHTTI NATT W2LC (Lie £16-F7 B-T9°7t Hé PPH-T7 POt ao e
AT8LAE PmShéedds [...] hOdt AN NAD- SAFD GHEA: OAFOI (T Hto-
ahchcs ook NF 1o-:'"7

Foreign migrants who have decided to live for their stomachs encourage the elite’s
wrong ways. [...] They are drunk with illusions of having knowledge. They spend
their days without working, in litigation.

Sibasi Lamma refers to Mahtima Sollase Wildi Misqil’s words about one attribute of
Ethiopians being their love for justice to point out that these road-side courts had allowed for
a decentralized means of ensuring that justice was never breached. This is important in so far
as showing that jokes were a key part of these popular theatrical road-side courts in delivering
justice, and also to show that people attended these courts not just for entertainment. It was
where communal justice was maintained, where new judges were appointed, and where
representatives of the central power could be introduced to the locals.

The road-side courts would for the most part cease to exist towards the 1960s since they
were no longer considered as extensions of the state’s judiciary organ. According to Sibasi, the
process that eventually led to this was initiated by Emperor Manilok II when the emperor
introduced the cabinet of Ministers in 1907, establishing the Ministry of Justice among other
nine ministerial positions.!”® This was complemented with the first constitution of 1931 which
incorporated articles and proclamations from abroad that diverged from customary procedural
laws that such road-side courts were based on.!”® According to Aberra, the road-side courts

disappeared as a result of court rules that were introduced after 1942, that changed the

197 Gibrahaywit Baykidafi 1960/1961, 28.
198 §ib4si Lamma 1992/1993, 14.
199 1.
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customary procedural rules.??’ One example was how ‘[c]ross examination and examination in
chief were exchanged between private complainants and the accused under the traditional mode
of litigation’ which was changed in the modern system where ‘cross-examination [was] put
forward by the accused or his counsel to the witness and, the witness may be re-examined by
the public prosecutor’.?’! And this is one among many rules that changed the way traditional
cases were adjudicated. The consequent regimes that came added to this, and affairs of law and
litigation became limited to government courts. With this, the art of public litigation has
virtually disappeared.

In conclusion to this section, as explored above, humor plays a significant role in
historical works and is used as expression of self-understanding, public opinion, and political
critique. The jokes also highlight the general public’s following of political and military
conditions of their time. The works present humor as a highly developed art, though such jokes
have not been collected and studied on their own as valuable historical material. Beyond some
university completion theses on satire and the culture of criticizing in Ethiopia, humor remains
marginal source material used by historians.?’? There is also Fekade Azzeze’s work on humor
during the Ddrg period,?*” as well as a recently published article by Ibrahim Damttiw on
satirical verses collected from the Somen and Bigemadr regions of Ethiopia.?** Beyond these,
ordinary Ethiopians’ verbal humor has not been seriously collected, nor has it been considered
for a worthy lengthy disciplinary investigation. This is even though ¢dwata is a powerful and
substantial part of day-to-day life in Ethiopia and is evidently used by historians and other
Ethiopian scholars in their works.

Beyond the social uses of ¢dwata, it is already mentioned that knowing cddwata is
considered a commendable ability in individuals. Therefore, the next section discusses a
famous Ethiopian scholar known for being humorous, or a ¢d@wwate in twentieth century
Ambharic, and a tdcawac in contemporary Addis Abdba Amharic. Aldga Gabrda Hanna lived
almost a century ago and is known for his use of humor in his self-expressions, and his ‘tacit

knowledge of the rules of [his] language’.?®> Today, when discussing social life and humor

200 Aberra Jembere 2000, 293.
201 Tbid., 293-294.

202 Tigab Bezie 2012.

203 Fekade Azeze 2002.

204 Tbrahim Damttiw 2020.

205 Aarons 2017, 83.
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related to it, people bring up Aldga Gabrd Hanna. Almost folkloric, he remains in memory as

an iconic Ethiopian cultural and social critic.
1.4.3 A tic¢awac: Aliga Gibri Hanna

According to cultural expert Ashenafi Kebedde, ‘the attitudes of Ethiopian society
towards the arts and crafts in general (with the exception of poetry) have often been very
negative’.2% People’s ability to share multiple meanings through poems through a culture
called gane generally shows his or her sophistication and critical thinking skills. Qane is a genre
of Go‘oz literature.?’’ It has secular and religious purposes today, and gane can be composed
in Ambharic too. Qane poetry has two components, the sdm ‘wax’ and wdrg ‘gold’. The sdm is
the meaning that is apparent immediately, whereas the wdrgq is the hidden or inner meaning of
the poem. There are twenty-two different kinds of gane, and over 120 ways of creating it.2

The famous Ethiopian Aldga Gébrd Hanna was a scholar of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church and a learned poet, or a bald-qone. Aliga Gébrd Hanna is the witty church scholar
known more for his Amharic jokes and humorous tales.??” He belonged to the late19™ century,
and his jokes are predominantly about Gondér and Séwa, where the then newly formed capital
city, Addis Abiba, was located.?!°

Birgit Mattausch’s book on Aldga Gibrd Hanna discusses the nature of ambiguous
relationships in the Amharic speaking people of Ethiopia. She argues that social realities
including land rights and tenure are non-binary and ambiguous.?!! Today, there are several
books on the ambiguous nature of languages which argue that the very essence of languages is

their ambiguity. This means that Amharic is not an isolated instance of ambiguous

206 Ashenafi Kebede 1975, 61, 51.

207 For a discussion on gane and a list of resources on the subject, refer to ‘Qane’, EAe, IV (2010), 283b—
285b (Habtemichael Kidane); and Mattausch 2006, 91.

208 Hiruie Ermias 2020 (personal conversation).

209 <Gibrd Hanna’, EAe, 11 (2005), 610a—611a (B. Mattausch).

210 Mattausch’s collection of Aliga’s jokes seem to be mostly from Siwa. Mattausch 2006, 5.

21 One can of course suggest that the discussion on land holding rights that Mattausch presents in chapter
one of her book is complicated and that forms of land holding systems which are attributed to the Amhara in the
book can also be found in non-Ambharic speaking parts of northern Ethiopia. Refer to chapters seven and eight of
Aberra Jembere’s book for a detailed account of the various land tenure and land tax systems of Ethiopia, Aberra
Jembere 2000; and for more on political authority, land holding rights and ambiguity, refer to chapter seven of

Tsehai Berhane-Selassie 2018.
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communication but rather, much like any other language, can be understood as being prone to
spontaneous interpretations.?!'?

Nevertheless, Mattausch’s book studies what she deems ambiguity, and communicative
indirectness to assess the function of ambiguity in Ethiopia.?!* She argues that people negotiate
and renegotiate meaning in their lives as indicated in how cultural and social meanings in form
of values, status positions or behavioral norms are neither homogeneous nor static.?'* On Aliga

himself, she says:

OD historische Personlichkeit oder literarische Figur — sein Name ist noch heute in

der ambharischsprachigen Bevodlkerung Athiopiens jedem bekannt und steht

sprichwortlich fiir Schlagfertigkeit und geistreichen Spott.*'?

Whether historical personality or literary figure — his name is still in the Amharic
language today known to everyone among the people of Ethiopia and stands for
quick-wittedness and witty ridicule.

Aldga Gébra Hanna is recognized for being a philosopher, an artist, and a learned man in
his ability to form quick and sharp responses to various members of the society. He is
considered with such high regard because of the honesty depicted in his jokes and the logic of
his thoughts. Aldga has almost attained a status of folklore in the minds of contemporary
Ethiopians more for his wit than for his scholarship. And very few is in reality known about
him, with the following sources supplementing information about the life and character of the
scholar.

Aldga Lamma Haylu, an eyewitness and a church scholar born towards the end of the
reign of Emperor Tewodros and who had lived until Emperor Hayli Sallase’s time has said the

following about Aldga Gébri Hanna:

AAD ML hG — PP aPERLLA WAFD- ALAIP DL7 PhB.0 ao9°C CFD-1 €312 (A Fo-
A 099.0@m-p@- PATP T PTG — aPCch dD4F AFTNGT — U~ P70.0M-p 1-3 NAaD-P::210

212 See for example the discussion about English in McWhorter 2016.
213 Mattausch 2006, 5.

214 Ibid., 59.

215 Ibid., 106.

216 Mingostu Lamma 2010/2011, 136.
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Aldqga Gabra Hanna — isn’t he the epitome of knowledge? He is a teacher of the
New Testament; there is no one who knows the Fatha Ndgdst like him; the numbers
— the Mérha * Awwur,*"" the Abusakor*'® — he knew it all; knowledgeable.

ME hS7 T LLFELA? N a2k hHC ALAIP?*

Who would dare speak against Gébrd Hanna? Isn’t he respected at the palace?

The late Ambassador Borhanu Dange has written the following about Aldga Gébré

Hanna:

ALL (POSTD hPN LI PTLPOT ANP 1L 7S NTIRC PPHD (RIM® & ARERIG
He AEIPLPA: NATELE POt NCOEST PP0-¢7 ANANL A0 1L YS 271005 F hbd ST
LAPT NTILC «RAL (LH» AN APTHIA AT MO+ L 05Dk av4 (aPPGTF- -2

He who is known for his jokes, Aldga Giabra Hanna came from Gondér to Hntoto
Ragu’el to teach agq“ag*am and zig. Around the scholars of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, he is known not for his jokes but for being a famous leader of the Gondér
zig tradition known as ydlay bet (upper house).

The writer Dana’el Kabrit adds that Aldga is valuable for the following reason as well:

AVF@- 18 DA ANINZOT Havy AL 12 PHAIT° A10NAAPA:: hHt U-te AAFT NAAP TLchT
09,04 19 2BA A ALATANE FZd 2!

He served as a free newspaper at a time where there were no free newspapers. People
have since used the free press known as Aldqa Gébrd Hanna to express their
thoughts.

Dana’el states that people have been using Aldga as a ‘free newspaper’. Meaning, when
people wished to express, voice, and state their concerns in a comic way, regardless of whether
or not Aldga actually said it, they would use the ‘Aldqa Gabra Hanna said this’ as a way of
sharing their opinions. Dano’el points to a lack of free press or means of sharing people’s

concerns with their government and secondly, the use of humor by the public as a preferred

217 This is ‘one of the titles frequently used for the lengthy collected treatises [...] offering instructions for
calendaric calculations on the basis of the Ethiopian computes, predominantly to define dates of moveable feasts
of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church’. ‘Mérha ‘owwur’, E4e, 111 (2007), 781b (B. Burtea and E. Sokolinskaia).

213 This is part of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church’s traditional chronology, and it also refers to an ‘ Amharic-
Go ‘oz handbook on calendar and chronography’ and ‘this widely used work [...] contains, along with computus
tables, excerpts on world history borrowed from various sources’. ‘Abusakor’, EAe, I (2003), 57b (S. Uhlig).

219 Mingostu Lamma 2010/2011, 138.

220 Borhanu Dange n.d., 12.

221 Dang’el Kabrit 2018.
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choice of sharing ideas. Dano’el adds, «Hé At NAALA MPar@-GH K0P T0LY5» “Since, we do not

have that (free press) today, Aldga Gibrd Hanna has benefited us too’.??

Who did Aldqa criticize or tease?

From neighbors to rulers, Aldga did not shy away from commenting on things that he
considered illogical and unjust. He is also seen disparagingly mocking certain individuals he
thinks little of.

The three rulers during whose reign Aldga Gébrd Hanna lived, Emperors Tewodros,
Yohannos and Manilok, have each dealt with Aldga in their own ways. Much is known about
Emperor Tewodros and Monilok’s relationship with him while little is told about his
relationship with Yohannos. The scholar Arédfd‘ayne presents the relationship between Aldqa
and Monilok as one of mutual care???; but he doesn’t present Tewodros as having been very
kind to Aldiga because of the scholar’s jokes, though the emperor was fond of him.??*

According to a letter sent to Antoine D’ Abbadie in 1866 by Ddbtdra Asdggahin, Aldga
Gibrad Hanna ‘was beaten with a cane by the king. He was disgraced and fled to [Togray] and
Lasta’.?*> The king here is Emperor Tewodros. Folklore maintains that this was after repeated
attempts by the emperor to get Aldga Gébrd Hanna to stop criticizing and ridiculing members
of the clergy, the lords, and Ethiopians around him. Dana’el has stated that Emperor Tewodros
had clearly told Aliga, «¥tch 1177 8§+ €CL AT TIHA LOAY PALYT U7 +0F:»220 “Write
the Fatha Ndgdst, judge, there is also enough money for you but stop with your jokes’. The
emperor was not saying that he does not want to laugh, or that Aldga shouldn’t make jokes. He
was telling the scholar to stop making offensive, ironic and sarcastic remarks at people.

Though Aldga was not heavily critical of Emperor Tewodros, the emperor did not entirely
escape Aldga’s verbal jest. For example, after Emperor Tewodros planned a controversial
reform of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church’s clergy, Aldga Gabrd Hanna was asked what he
thought of the new church of Middhane ‘Aldm that the emperor built at Débrd Tabor. Aldqa
responded, «AU-AT 4287 hG AP0 €0 (¢ 10-:»227 It is quite enough for two priests and three

222 Dang’el Kobrit 2018.

223 Aréfd‘ayne Hagos n.d., 59.
224 Ibid., 14.

225 Rubenson et al. 1994, 261.
226 Dano’el Kobrit 2018.

227 1d.
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deacons’.??® The planned reform was to limit the number of church servers. Aldga was
criticizing both the size of the new church, and the reform. He called the church small, and also
made a passing comment about the limited number of church servers. Aldga was not simply
joking for the sake of drawing amusement or laughter; his is serious criticism. He is saying that
the reform is not correct; the limiting of the priests and deacons to two and three respectively
is too little.

The scholar Reidulf Molvaer also writes that though finally Tewodros told the priest to
go far away ‘to a land where Tewodros did not rule’, Aldga had returned and stayed with him
until the battle of Méqdala.??® Molvaer add that ‘Aldga Gabra Hanna achieved his greatest fame
at the court of Emperor Manilok I1’.2*° The historian Chris Prouty asserts that it was Empress
Taytu who was fond of Aldga, and who ‘protected him from Manilok’s wrath when he
overstepped the bounds of humor’.23! However, Ethiopian popular culture asserts that Monilok
held great love for Aldga and that it was with the empress that the scholar sustained
misunderstandings.

Aldga’s verbal humor usually has multiple meanings and is limited to a few words.
Receivers of Aldga’s jokes are often left confused by his responses; and even many who try to

outwit him do not succeed. Below are a few examples.

4.31 Aldga walks in a funny manner and a man comments trying to tease him, ‘Aldga, you know from
the direction of Siwa, there is a new kind of shoe you could buy’ (he was alluding that his feet
point in different directions as Aliga walks, by saying the direction of Siwa), to which Aliga

responded, ‘A7t &t MG’ antd fit gozanna.

This three-worded response is a sarcastic joke playing on the pun of the word fiz. One
meaning is, you buy [the shoes] ‘first’ whereas the second and intended meaning is buy a new
face for yourself instead of telling me to buy shoes. A/dqa uses the word fift meaning, first and
face, to tell the man that he has an unattractive face and that he should worry about his

appearance instead of making fun of Aldga’s feet.

228 This anecdote was referenced in both Luigi Fusella’s edited chronicle, Fusella 1959, 24; and Aliga
Wildd Maryam’s history of Emperor Tewodros, Wildd Maryam 1904, 25-26. But neither mentioned the name of
Aldga Giabra Hanna.

229 Molvaer 1997, 170.

2014,

21 Prouty 1986, 231.
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Other times, receivers do not necessarily know that they have been insulted, and people

retelling the jokes revel in the brilliance of Aldga’s ability to hide his actual meaning.

4.3.2 Aldga has a neighbor who owns donkeys. He has repeatedly insulted this donkey owner and so,
they do not like one another. Once as Aldga was walking he runs into this same man who was
with his donkeys. The man says ‘h7&t 484 AAF’ ‘How have you [respect version of you] spent
the night, 4liga?’ To which Aldga responds. ‘A9IC LaPATY:E Wit ARLTU ‘God be praised,

how have you [plural version] spent the night?” They then went on their ways.**

Aldga used the plural version of you in greeting the donkey owner. By doing so, he put
the donkey owner and the donkeys as objects of his greeting. The insult is that Aldga was
calling the man a donkey.

Both jokes are examples that fall under the disparagement theory of humor. This theory
states that ‘malice-, hostility-, derision-, aggression-, or superiority-based [...] characterize the
attitudes between the joke teller (or the joke’s persona) and the target of the joke’.2** Regardless
of the implications on the social relationships the scholar held, through Aldga Gabrd Hanna’s
jokes, parts of his life and the life of his contemporaries are visible. We also observe the
questions that concerned Ethiopians during his time. We see his interaction with emperors and
are able to experience them as fellow humans who are targets of Aldga’s jokes.

Aldga Gibra Hanna is considered a philosopher based on his analysis of situations around
him, his choice of words, and composition of his responses to people. Donald Levine, who
studied the culture of ambiguous communication in his book Wax and Gold, suggests that this
encourages a culture of indirect communication filling social relationships with ambiguity and
scepticism.?** T contend that people’s appreciation for such communication simply shows an
appreciation for complex thoughts and should not be taken to derive psychological meaning
for an entire society. Such multi-layered communication is visible in the jokes investigated in
the proceeding chapters. Even though it does not suggest scepticism, it does show an
appreciation for the choice of words in one’s speeches and conversations.

Aldga is still present in the tales and jokes of contemporary Ethiopia, but as a voice
through which one criticizes, or remembers Ethiopia’s past. He is a symbol of free, logical
thought and expression. A random person could be heard commenting on the past through

humor by starting with, «AAF 97 Ak @PAATU» «hAAP TNLAT ATN» «hA0F A7 7 Al 20AAY

232 For more jokes of Aldga Gibrd Hanna, refer to Mattausch 2006, 111-146; and Ariifi‘ayne Hagos n.d.
233 Carrell 2008, 313.

234 Levine 2014, 237.
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‘What do you think Aldga had said?’, ‘As Aldqa Gébra Hanna said’, ‘It is said that A/dga once
said’.
1.4.4 Concluding remarks

The jokes from the several historical works and the specific study of A/dga Gabra Hanna show
that prior to the twenty-first century, Ethiopian humor was already a highly developed form of
verbal art. We observe Ethiopians drawing on humor techniques, and the multiple meanings of
Ambharic words in their jokes. These jokes also demonstrate how humor can be used to relay
serious opinions, criticisms and concerns. The anonymous attributions of jokes to Aldga tells
of the possibility of speaking truth to power in subtle ways.

When beginning to study contemporary Ethiopian humor, what is expected is a change
in the content of the jokes from the times of Aldqa and in the Amharic language itself. Changes
in the culture of joking are also expected. The assumption is that today’s humor is influenced
by the process of modernization that the country embarked upon in the nineteenth century. The
hypothesis is that because of a new globally influential language (English) and the influence
of western culture, Ethiopian jokes would have expanded to contain new words and phrases
considering the established malleability and adaptability of Amharic. Yet, just like the humor
presented in the various sections of this chapter, contemporary humor should have continued
to reflect people’s opinions regarding the political, economic and social realities the country
has been in since 2005. Through humor, we will be able to indirectly compare contemporary

Ethiopia to the Ethiopia of the beginning of the country’s modernizing attempts as well.
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Chapter Two: Humor at the Parliament
2.1 Introduction

There are memorable people’s representatives, politicians, and public figures known for their
powerful speeches, witticisms, and their general public speaking skills. As already established
in the previous chapter, a skilled orator in Ambharic is equipped with ¢@wata, provoking humor
and using proverbs, idiosyncratic sayings, witticisms, and plays on words.?*> This chapter
presents contemporary Ethiopian politicians using humor in their public speeches. The chapter
will investigate humor’s purpose as a skill and a rhetoric device used in part to out-wit other
politicians, and in part to gain respectability. The Ethiopian parliament’s House of People’s
Representatives has been selected to demonstrate this.

Following a historical introduction of the development of Ethiopia’s parliament, its codes
of conduct as well as the styles in which previous leaders and speakers presented their ideas to
the public and parliamentarians, the chapter will present one parliamentary session where some
of Ethiopia’s out-spoken public figures are in attendance.

Ciéwata is a significant tool in the parliamentarians’ speeches. Its rhetoric purpose is
linked to the orator’s talent. It is also a representation of one’s serious thought and expression.
The late Prime Minister Millds Zenawi,?*¢ revered for his oratory skills, is widely recognized
and even respected for his entertaining speeches at the parliament. The chapter will investigate
in what ways Millds Zenawi uses ¢dwata, and how parliamentarians engage with him. The
themes of their discussion are among the most salient in the country and span across economic
development issues, problems in the education system, election results, term limits of the Prime
Minister and general socio-economic and political injustices.

The chapter will then conclude with brief remarks as to why there is laughter in
parliament, what the context of humor is, and how political figures use humor. All in all, the
chapter will study the use of humor at the parliament as a tool of articulation of ideas by

Ethiopia’s political elite.
2.2 Methodology

This chapter will primarily present a historical overview tracing the history of parliament in
Ethiopia since Emperor Hayld Sollase to the EPRDF. The first section contains selected
speeches by Emperor Hayli Sollase, and President Mingastu Hayld Maryam of the Dirg to

235 Hiruie Ermias 2019 (lecture).

236 He will be addressed simply as Millds Zenawi from now on.
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show what kind of appearances previous rulers of Ethiopia held, and how they addressed the
public. It also highlights the nature of each ruler’s constitution and considers some notable
speeches made at the parliaments of the previous rulers. These are drawn from historical books
and conversations with knowledgeable individuals.

The parliamentary assembly selected for discussion in this chapter was chosen based on
a number of reasons. The main reason was that notable parliamentarian figures are in
attendance at that assembly. There were also the factors of its proximity to the elections of
2010, and the accessibility of full audio and video recordings of that hearing. This assembly is
where Millds Zenawi presents a performance report to the parliament. This is followed by two
question and answer rounds, where parliamentarians ask Méllds questions.

The chapter includes a selectively transcribed account of wvarious individuals’
parliamentary questions and Méllés’s responses. The selection was done based on whether or
not the speech drew laughter within the parliament. These depend on research taken from
minutes kept at the library of the Ethiopian House of Parliament, and videos that are uploaded
on YouTube. I visited the archives of the Ethiopian House of Parliament in September 2019,
where for one week, [ was given access to the library which contains print volumes of minutes
of parliamentary assemblies since the first parliament was opened. I was only allowed to copy
in a notebook data pertaining to the EPRDF parliamentary years.?” The videos uploaded on
YouTube are at times released by the Ethiopian Broadcast Agency and reproduced by
individuals. These have been used to complement the data taken from the House of
Parliament’s archives. Personal conversations with people from Addis Abédba have also been
considered for the discussion that follows.

The chapter considers the following questions: does the political body laugh? If so, why?
And how do various figures use humor at the parliament? Is humor a tool used by the political
elite to criticize and to respond to criticism? Considering parliamentarians know they are being
watched beyond the confines of the parliament, what role does humor play in each individual’s

speech?

237 1t is to be understood that there is uncertainty that these minutes, which are political documents, carry
the original speeches made by parliamentarians. Yet, they are useful representations of what is said and what

transpired at the parliament.
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2.3 Constitution, parliament and ¢iwata: A historical overview
2.3.1 Emperor Hayli Sollase?38

Ethiopia’s first modern constitution was ratified in 1931. Fitawrari Tékla Hawaryat Takla
Maryam, one of the early modernizers, wrote the draft of the constitution and assumed it would
pen the limit of the powers of the emperor as well as future leaders of Ethiopia. Its ratification
was not an easy matter as there were serious challenges from the traditional nobility.>*
Among the many concerns was the point of why the constitution included a clause
making succession of power hereditary.?*® This ultimately resulted in the creation of a
constitution with two sections. The 1931 constitution was split into two, with a general and a

specific part. Regarding the specific part, Aberra Jembere writes that the nobility had ‘come up

with its own ‘Magna Carta’, as a counterpart to the official text of the Constitution’.?*! The

238 Here are some titles concerning Emperor Hayld Sollase and his historical period: King of Kings: The
Triumph and Tragedy of Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia, Asfa-Wossen Asserate 2015; Haile Selassie: His
Rise, His Fall, Erlich 2018; Ethiopia: Power and Protest: Peasant Revolts in the Twentieth Century, Gebru Tareke
1991; He@LS PAFPER ACIVE howditenna yi ityopiyva armaga ‘My life and Ethiopia’s progress’, Hayli Sollase
1936/1937; #4Cs A1lf7 qesar anna abyot ‘Caesar and Revolution’, Barthanu Danqge n.d.; A@-F0P 744, (Fheds
A6h) awtobayografi (yihaywite tarik) ‘Autobiogarphy (My Life’s History)’, Fitawrari Tékla Hawaryat Takla
Maryam 2006/2007; A History of Modern Ethiopia 1855-1991, Bahru Zewde 2001; and #fv-7 heinwiw-
kayyahut kimastawasiw ‘From What I Saw and Remember’, dmmoru Hayld Sallase 2009/2010.

239 Prior to the drafting of the first constitution, a heated debate took place among a committee put together
to study what would go in the constitution. This committee included eleven individuals who could be grouped
into progressives and conservatives. The progressives tried to demonstrate the benefits of a ‘modern’ constitution
by explaining that unless Ethiopia changed its way of administration and modernised, Ethiopia’s independence
will be taken from them. The conservatives, led by Ras Kassa Haylu, responded emphatically by stating that if
Europeans wanted to colonise Ethiopia, it was because they wanted resources as well as economic benefits and
that they could not possibly be interested in whether Ethiopia was modernised or not. The discussion also shows
soul-searching among both conservatives and progressives about what sort of individuals are better placed to care
for and make decisions about the larger public. The full content of this debate is presented in Zawde Ritta
2012/2013, 24-32.

240 Emperor Hayld Sollase is the first Ethiopian monarch to legally try to limit succession to direct
descendants only. Previously, anyone who proved descent from King Solomon would have been able to claim the
throne. Somo‘on Maroayye 2020 (personal conversation).

241 Aberra Jembere 2000, 170.
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general part was published as the constitution of Ethiopia, while the second was meant to
appease the nobility, princes and bishops who were pushed out of power. This specific part
was signed to enable power sharing under the title, ‘Specific Provisions’.?*> Among the
provisions, the nobility was allowed to hold their explicit rights and privileges regarding land
holding and the issue of succession was also settled. However, this did not have any role in
guiding law; it only included stipulations regarding succession, territory of Ethiopia and related
topics.

The traditional nobility still had to be convinced. Tdkld Hawaryat Tékl4d Maryam made a
speech (later turned essay) in the same year as the constitution was ratified, explaining what a
constitution was and what it entailed for Ethiopia to the nobility.?** Interestingly, though Takl4
Hawaryat stresses the need for a constitutional monarchy in his autobiography,?** he
legitimizes the absolute power of the emperor as written in the 1931 constitution in this essay.
It could be because he believed defending the emperor’s constitution in front of skeptical
members of the nobility was necessary.?*® It could also be that Takld Hawaryat wanted to
defend the monarchy because of his background. He was educated in Moscow and the family
he stayed with suffered because of the Bolshevik Revolution.?*¢ He could have wanted to avoid
a similar danger in Ethiopia.

In his speech, Tékld Hawaryat lays out what he believes are the four major types of
administrations seen across the world, and then concludes that the third option is what is best
for Ethiopia. The first is one where a supposed king can be omnipotent and whose leadership
is influenced by his moods and emotions.?*” The second kind of administration is where a king
entertains absolute power but depends on customs and tradition to rule.?*® The third is where a

king has a written contract with his people, and also has advisors selected from each region of

242 Aberra Jembere 2000, 170.

243 Tikld Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1931/1932.

24 Fitawrari Takla Hawaryat Tkl Maryam 2006/2007.

245 The scholar-cum-journalist Abiye Teklemariam agrees with this theory, suggesting that Téik1i Hawaryat
would rather be defending Téfdri, who is more of a moderate instead of criticizing him in-front of hard-core
traditionalists. Abiye Teklemariam 2020 (personal conversation).

246 This was suggested by Professor Bairu Tafla. Bairu Tafla 2020 (personal conversation).

247 Tikla Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1931/1932, 6.

248 14,
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the country, from both the nobility and the larger public.?*® These advisors would meet in
separate groups, depending on their titles. The advisors chosen from the people would work
for a limited amount of time and others would replace them in due time. The bill>>° with
majority support would then be written and passed on to the king. The king would pass
whichever he agreed on.?>! Such a rule also assumes that said ruler is ‘ruler by law, and that
his successors will only be direct descendants of the ruler’.?>2

The fourth kind of rule is where people elect their rulers and attach term limits to their
administrative periods. The government is the people’s government, and the people have the
final say in bringing their rulers to power and in demoting them. Tékl4d Hawaryat says that this
sort of administration is only for a learned or modernized people and that even in those

modernized societies such a rule is seen leading to bloodshed.?>® Tékla Hawaryat celebrates

the emperor’s choice for Ethiopia, which is the third way.?>* He says:

AT918.0 BIPL PRUIP DLAAN ARTERE AU-T ANTOF AT 2Tl NAD- 24P %At
P02t WIHH 35 @ 848 10+ TINT PhFCKEL a0  AGPF @9 07w 17T a0l ot
U TP 112289° QAGe 22ANT PF PO+ Ochl ADANT 7w 11277E 4,98 AP AHCHS-
188 29LLALATID- NLHD- NaPA&FTHS 100,77t 0% AL hPtarnl (0t N7 1127k 20N
A2 PL WT9AG 10 BAT° HF WATT AAD-PT 0P ALPT AATTNSTT 0914 PLNTFOT AP T
PO aOF°LP WH8LP LN 10225

It is the third option that His Majesty Emperor Hayld Sollase I has allowed for
Ethiopia, thinking it was the most useful for her present conditions. The Ethiopian
government shall be under the rule of the King of Kings, while with the King of
King’s permission, selected members of the nobility and political elite can hold
discussions on detailed topics, until the people are developed enough and educated
enough to select their own representatives.

Though he legitimized the monarchy, the above is indicative of the early modernizer’s

optimistic sentiments about the possibility of Ethiopians gradually electing their political

2% Tikla Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1931/1932, 6.

250 T3k14 Hawaryat uses the word makar in Amharic which is close in meaning to the word ‘advice’.
251 T3k14 Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1931/1932, 7.

252 4.

253 4.

254 4.

235 Ibid., 8.
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leaders. This is because the constitution led to the creation of an upper house of parliament, the

256 and the lower house of parliament, the House of Deputies.?®’

Senate,

After the brief Italian occupation, the 1931 constitution was maintained until it was
revised and became effective in 1955, with significant improvements. This constitution allowed
the House of Deputies to be elected by the public. And “universal suffrage in rural and urban
constituencies would dictate selection of representation’.?’® Article 96 of the constitution
declared each deputy or candidate could be elected if they resided in and owned property in
their electoral district.?>® This was followed by Article 97 which placed term limits of four
years on deputies.’®® Bahru Zewde argues that since ‘property qualification?$! for election
predetermined the class bias of the deputies’, parliament was not a genuine representation of
the majority of the country.?¢? Bahru adds that the parliament was ‘a vehicle for self-promotion
rather than a forum of popular representation’.?%

In a speech given on November 2, 1961 titled ‘Modern Ethiopianism’, Emperor Hayla

Sollase states the following about the revised constitution and the parliament:

To you, the legislators of the Empire, has been confided the high responsibility of
ensuring that the needs and the desires of those who chose you as their
representatives are well and truly served in the legislative programs which will be
placed before you.***

In so speaking, the emperor presents elected parliamentarians as being responsible to the

people who elected them. Regardless of the actual role the parliament played for the emperor,

elected representatives present accounts where the parliamentarians are observed speaking

256 Kassahun Berhanu says, the Senate was selected from ‘the ranks of the aristocracy and persons that
have allegedly a proven record of serving the state in high-ranking civilian and military positions’. Kassahun
Berhanu 2005, 136.

257 1bid., 163.

238 1bid., 164.

259 Anon. 1955.

260 14.

261 Bereket Habte Selassie writes that deputies or those competing in elections had to have, ‘immovable
property (situated in the constituency) valued at not less than Eth. $1000 or moveable property of value not less
than Eth. $2000’. Bereket Habte Selassie 1966, 10, 84.

262 Bahru Zewde 2001, 207.

263 14.

264 Anon. 2011, 461.
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against the monarch, though such incidents might be rare. For example, Fitawrari Amiade
Liamma’s posthumously published autobiography provides some such examples where the
parliament was relevant in debating topics such as land holding rights.?®®> Fitawrari Améade
served in both the lower and upper houses of parliament during Hayld Sollase’s reign. He
explains that there were various discussions held over topics relating to how to increase
economic development, taxation, and getting loans from abroad at the parliament. He presents
a case of when Italy decided to give Ethiopia aid amounting to 35 million Ethiopian Birr while
Fitawrari Amide was serving in the Senate. The lower house accepted it and passed this to the
upper house of parliament. But members of the upper house refused to accept it. The problem
was that plenty of projects were drafted in the name of aid but these projects were not being
implemented or even initiated. The emperor was notified of this and he supposedly responded
advising the house to accept this aid. Two members made the following comments:

Ddiggazmac Séggaye from Kordm, Togray said the following:

2.2.1 AB LATT 447 126 A9 Y2ANANLT ACAP AD PN avdt APTIC: avgt QUHAL i
ACOL (HY 188 AL ALINPFIP: AV YT D220

Lag Yolma Diressa, go and tell Emperor Hayli Sollase that he does not own
any private land. Land belongs to the people. This does not concern you. Tell
him this.

Ddggazmac Wirqnah from Goggam added:

222 077 AF LATT L46A MALT A ANC ATEI® AANLLII: ANLCTuU- PUlAD- 05
T INTCT WPOAS MALT AT PaParmtT P-ATFTT TIHA 102 AG 7 17 ALY °hC
0+ 0 ALOMY® NATU- NPT AD ALLATUIP: RAACE LT PPIOG 18T ALAT 09GP
A U7 1eS AB TIPS 1247 ACHSA NAY 1eFm-::207

Listen Lag Yolma Diressa, Italy did not lend us ten cents. It says it will give
us our money that our own ministers have saved in Italian banks. If you think
we, those in this parliament, do not think, you are mistaken. We are the ones
who know what is beneficial and harmful for Ethiopia. Go and tell the emperor
that we have cancelled the loan.
This is only to show that unlike Bahru Zewde’s totalizing claim, there existed bold actors
within the parliament who claimed responsibility for the people they represented.
One notable thing about the emperor and the parliament is that the Prime Minister was

essentially the liaison between the two, tasked with the duty to present ‘proposals of legislation

265 Améide Lamma 2011.
266 Tbid., 108.

267 1d.
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made by the council of ministers and approved by the Emperor’.?®® The emperor was
represented at the parliament, but not an active member of it. Audio and video clips of the
Emperor’s speeches at the parliament are mostly unavailable except for one given at the
opening of the parliament.?¢°

His other speeches such as his League of Nations speech, and speeches at various
inaugurations, such as the Haile Selassie I University are underlined by serious tones, an
attitude befitting an emperor’s position. For example, during the inauguration of the Haile

Selassie I University, he said the following:

£V Hé avCeT PTG @- RLACAE NATEES F6hT QUA AL PHavwlts AFe%e (1489°
Fén fe-bav o<y 060G PAUA PCH NLEP Napavg.aoC @, 1A ava( de N0 HPA HaPy
har{i QP10 At NavarAnt P0L4ET A RS hl Féh APMm 1S oLLHDY
aop\n AaPI°let PTLFANTT 6Ot PTLINRNTE O/ ALANL 1D He AHY 248 LCAT LUT
zOCAT Aavhdt PAFAT ALPOTF av9PyYLT (PLHD AMé-Pard-G mANPD- MDA (T NLAD-

heA GAT° AL NTILT T APRATTG OO UF QAT ATHU-T oW it ATRCITF@- 10
270

This university which we inaugurate today is the field on which students can study
the direction on which Ethiopia should proceed by being based on Ethiopia’s history
and culture and founded on her accumulated historical and cultural wealth. Today,
we are able to open this university based on the amount of knowledge gathered and
preserved by our scholars and on books and wealth of knowledge the rest of the
world has no access to. We should make these our basis of knowledge.
The emperor espoused a continuity of traditional knowledge alongside the modern.
Discipline dictated the emperor’s public appearances, markedly different from how
Ethiopia’s succeeding leaders approached the public. He also spoke slowly pronouncing and
enunciating each word. Also relevant to this discussion is that Hayld Sollase rarely laughed in
public. This surprised many of those who saw brief moments of laughter from him forcing
them to write them down as events of significant importance. Barhanu Danqge and Téakla
Hawaryat are two examples of those who have noted such events in their books. Barhanu Dange
has noted the time Hayld Sollase was laughing at what Berhanu said in a commission meeting

over a corruption scandal that involved Kdntiba Kédbbada Tédsdmma, the mayor of Addis Abdba

at the time.2”!

268 Bereket Habte Selassie 1966, 10, 86.
269 A link to this video is found in appendix A.
270 Hg¥ald Gébri Yohannos 2010/2011, 80-81.

27! Borhanu Dange n.d., 53.
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It could be that the emperor followed an imperial code of conduct which prevented him
from showing public displays of laughter, joking, jesting, and humor. But it is also a particular
character trait. Many remember the emperor as being starkly different from his cousin, Lag
Iyyasu.?’? Tékla Hawaryat, says the following upon the demotion of Lag Iyyasu and the
appointment of Zawditu as Empress, and Ras Téfdri as regent. In a conversation he is having

with himself, Tékld Hawariyat says:

T390 8.2 AAVICY PP°FOND<7 Ut AFRTY AJFNPO- FTFAAU= £IPY ok AAUIIC:
PPALT PPHE PNAG OPF DAL ALk IC Al Qa8 L, et 4.8 IC +iar® ™

From now onwards you can achieve everything you’ve dreamed for your country.
Your labor has not been futile; the season of jokes, playfulness and vulgarity has
been demoted along with Lag Iyyasu. The age of working has been promoted with
Ras Téféri.

This remark is not that different from how the emperor saw himself. Hayli Sollase has
said the following about his nature: ‘We were loath to amuse Ourselves, to go riding, to play.
We didn’t want to waste time on games’.?’*

It does not mean that monarchic Ethiopian rulers did not enjoy humor. But that in cases
of public speeches and pronouncements, humor as a technique of speech was rarely used in
comparison to how easily the non-imperial succeeding leaders of Ethiopia tell jokes, laugh, and
play with words in public.

Finally, jokes about the emperor are mostly recounted by the elderly and found in books
written about the time. But these are also not about what the emperor said at the parliament or
in public, but characterizations of the king of kings. The two jokes presented below are by men
who were not supporters of Ras Téfari.

One joke is by the famous Tdsdmma Hséte. He is the first Ethiopian to have his music

recorded in Europe and a close ally of Lag Iyyasu who said the following about Ras Téfari

during a visit.?”*> The Ras had just become a father of a young boy, and Tdsdmma said:

223 AT LA LAP [...] He @& @MPTS

272 [ 5 Tyyasu’s grandfather Emperor Monilok II and Emperor Hayli Sollase’s father Ras Mék“énnon are
direct cousins. Ras Mék*annan’s mother and Emperor Manilok’s father are siblings.

273 Fitawrari Taklda Hawaryat Tiklid Maryam 2006/2007, 305.

274 Erlich 2018, 156.

275 For more on the life of Tdsémma Hsite, please refer to the book written by his son, Yadnidqadcaw
Tasdmma 1992/1993.

276 Fantahun dngada 2008, 277-278.
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Congratulations, today you have become a man.

The joke rests on the pun of the word wdtfawo which can make the phrase mean both ‘A
boy has been born for you’ and “You have become a man’. Tdsdmma was insulting Ras Téafari’s
manhood.

Another joke is taken from an azmari called Qdrn Azmac Masganaw, who was critical of
the emperor’s choice of exile during the Italian invasion of 1935. Here is one of his popular

poems:
224 AT L0 PA hEATU-
nT1ean@- e ao7877 1MAFy>T
You’ve been calling an untamed horse ‘control all’,

He has galloped from Mayc¢édw and entered London.

This is a sarcastic retelling of the emperor’s exile to Europe when Italy invaded in 1935.
Patriots who had remained to fight saw the emperor’s exile as a betrayal of the country. Hayla
Sollase, however, says the following in his interview with Oriana Fallaci in 1972, “We would
never have left if We had feared We might have to stay in Europe for good!’, asserting that the
emperor fled to Europe to help regain his country’s sovereignty.?””

The emperor would not speak in humorous ways at the parliament or in public, but some

individuals do remark that he was witty in private conversations. An example is the following:

2.2.5 When the famous Ethiopian musician Tolahun Géssésé released a song titled
‘I will raise a dog’, people close to the emperor complained that this was a
veiled attack of the emperor who was fond of dogs. The musician was
summoned to the palace and asked by the emperor as to who had allowed him
to release the song. Tolahun responded by stating that the censors had allowed
it. The emperor turned to the accusers and said, «F&f 007 -QATv-

&P Tu-012» ‘and so, have you not yourselves allowed him to insult Us?*. 2%

Here is one more example:

2.2.6 The emperor was making one of his surprise visits to schools in the capital
city, and he walks into one school in the Kolfe neighbourhood. Since the
director was not around when the emperor walked in, the emperor stops to
speak to his secretary instead. He asks the secretary what his job is and the

277 gL firdttitd is defined as ¢m? 07 PAN rofd, §cisd, galliibé ‘run, fled, galloped’. Dista Takliwild
1970, 110.

278 This couplet is quite popular in Addis Abdba and is recited often in discussions about the emperor.

27 Erlich 2018, 159.

280 Hiruie Ermias told me this joke. Hiruie Ermias 2020 (personal conversation).
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secretary responds by saying, ‘I write’ indicating that he was a secretary. The
emperor asked, «9°7 +t&4AU?» ‘What do you write?’. He walked out to a
confused secretary who did not know how exactly to respond.?*!
These are revealing of how the emperor also used short, confusing and sharp statements
which can be humorous in nature. But these are again not said at the parliament or during public

speeches.
2.3.2 Miinga$tu Hayld Maryam?82

Hayli Sollase’s parliament was dissolved by the Dirg in 1974?83 and replaced by the National
Séngo in 1987. For thirteen years, Ethiopia was administered without a constitution, under the
Provisional Military Government.?3* Once the constitution was passed, the Provisional Military
Government proclaimed the country was now called the People’s Democratic Republic of
Ethiopia (PDRE).?®° This was based on a Marxist-Leninist ideology and with a parliamentary
assembly, the Singo, which would assemble once a year. The Singo was a ‘uni-cameral
legislature with a membership size of 813 persons’.?®¢ And the constitution of the PDRE stated
that the Siingo was the ‘highest organ of state power’.28’

Maingostu Hayld Maryam was unanimously elected president of the PDRE the same year.

This was not without objection. An example is the Ethiopian Orthodox Church priest

281 This joke was told to me by Professor Bairu Tafla. Bairu Tafla 2020 (personal conversation).

282 Here is a selected list of titles concerning Mingastu Hayld Maryam and his historical period: The
Ethiopian Revolution: War in the Horn of Africa, Gebru Tareke 2009; 4 History of Modern Ethiopia 1855-1991,
Bahru Zewde 2001; 772477%: PATPEL trdl AOPHP P96 F6h taglacen: yii ‘ityopya hazb abyotawi ydtagal tarik
‘Our Struggle: The Revolutionary Struggle History of the Ethiopian People’, Mangastu Haild Maryam 2011. For
works that study the revolutionary period from the point of view of the student movements refer to, Radicalism
and Cultural Dislocation in Ethiopia, 1960-1974, Messay Kebede 2008; and Ethiopia in Theory: Evolution and
Knowledge Production, 1964-2016 Elleni Centime Zeleke 2019. There are also satirical works that reflect the
social conditions of the time: The Case of the Socialist Witchdoctor and Other Stories, Hama Tuma 1993; and
‘Mengistulore: oral literatures depicting the man, his regime, officials and proclamations’, Fekade Azeze 2002.

283 Kassahun Berhanu 2005, 168.

284 4.

285 It is interesting that both PDRE and EPRDF have the words ‘people and democratic’ in their official
titles.

286 Kassahun Berhanu 20035, 1609.

287 1bid., 170.
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representing the Wiéllo province, who boldly told Méngastu to hand over power to someone
else immediately at the Singo.?s

From interviews, personal conversations and dialogues, it was obvious that most of
Mingostu’s memorable moments were humorous comments from the Séngo or from his public
speeches. Despite the amusing sayings from his time in government, his rule was riddled with
natural and man-made catastrophes. There was the Red Terror, the title he gave to the urban
civil war that lasted from 1974 until 1979.2% Then there was the Eritrea War, and the Ogaden
War of 1977 to 1978 with Somalia.?*° This was followed by the famine of 1983 to 1985.

The following is a presentation of his selected speeches which should be read with the

consideration of his disaster ridden administration.

2.2.7 Ucd® Aedd? U-ed® 12 ADeh, Th 02F U-e9® TA8(, AT HE OCP (LLITANT 799 10 PTIAT 97
ARLOTU-AT KTE, Ak 9°7 ARLAN: PTILAM- &TC TET AAPINT vbd @OT 9°7 TAIPC AILUC-
LmNPNGTHa?

Everybody claims to be upset, everybody claims to be a liberator, everybody insults and criticizes. If
you carpeted gold, he would claim it was donkey excrement. What miracle are we expected to

perform when many ask ‘what has been done for me?” instead of ‘what have I done?’ %!
2.2.8 «Hé [...] VW6V N2PY PO A ST AIOI@ Kb Ah 997360 A D AM4- 10+ Ahy

Today, let alone with us yelling and speaking publicly, we cannot find people who will

budge if we pierced their buttocks.

2.2.9 «it A@+ ATT 0 F LaFN TLALT LaPTD- 917 aPPT POLFAD- JOII° 1P 90T W8 A« 1F 10 [Laughter
at the assembly.] AG AONTFU~7 hHY A7O-Mz ($he AG AUA 019010 A9°CH7 297704 AP A7k 220M
aIMAMA A28 T WIRPLI T iy

Many people, millions, wish to be in this spot. Only one person can be here. [Laughter at the
assembly.] And so please, let us get out of this. We can’t grow maize and other food to feed

ourselves, but we are scrambling to get power.>

288 Gorma Sdyfu Maru 2017, 18.

289 Melakou Tegegn 2012, 10, 250.

290 Clark 1992, 72, 110-111.

2! This is reminiscent of J.F. Kennedy’s popular speech, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, but
what you can do for your country’. Kennedy 1961.

292 The online source to the 2.2.7, 2.2.8 and 2.2.9 is the link found in appendix A.
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This last speech is in line with the historically and traditionally accepted belief that there
could only be one king or one ruler at a time. Children are raised singing songs that teach them
this at a young age. One couplet from a popular song relayed for the holiday of the
Transfiguration of Jesus Christ on Mount Tabor (Buhe) is £F £7h AdD APAT: PA AL (@~
A20tg ‘That short bed has a peculiarity, she only lets one-person sleep at a time’. This has
multiple meanings, but the main and hidden meaning is that a throne only seats one person at
a time. This is besides the legend of the brothers Abroha and Asboha ruling together, or the era
of the princes which saw two kings ruling simultaneously in Gondir, King Téakla Giyorgis and
King Iyyasu II1.2%

Unlike his predecessor, Méngastu’s public speeches are incoherent when they’re not
based on writings. He uses flagrant and vulgar terms. The prestige of kingship is markedly
absent. It is all the more interesting to observe what he says under the stress of internal war
against the rebels of TPLF, to whom he will inevitably lose. And yet, he doesn’t fail to draw

amusement — mostly through disparaging his opponents. Consider the following example.

2.2.10 QAACLEL AFTECE POA ALLAT® 700 AD- 1NN Al AH NEL 1 LI PINLD-:: AH 03 AL ATLAAS (vHeEE,
PONID- (F hG ADY 10 (L7 ALPLCOTHE AATTH ALRLLNTE OCP hLONOTE A1C ALLA AD- PANT
CEP [...] L8 OHLITOR AT &4 10+ Atz AS AP AAR 1IC AN IMCIE AchsS O-OT (0% T
AS (LEF N9LAOM- 11C ONT ONEL PTILADT 11C vt A0LT OSOP A LGN AATGILI® AAHY
PAFELE 91.8.0 OAFI° 10 KILHY NTOAL 927 ARYE TEZ 008 WIRIPYH [... ] AD- AILD9° LY (P
L% V119 LAPIOT 1IC TANL Al T APA ALLOP PLI° WILA+GTIUD- RPCT LRLANT A0 PATELSL
04 10 (§8.I° SIPSA AT PTII9OHD 11C 10+ (14 @<7 POAP hAz: L9° OHPH AN (37507 AD-A$:

It is not a gdbdle according to Ethiopian standards, it had 700 people when I was there. We occupied
that area for water and military strategy. You can’t dig it for petrol, or for diamonds, you can’t
get gold from it, it isn’t a country, there are no people — nothing. [...] They said it was the sort of
defeat comparable to how the French were defeated. And other things that change in hours and
minutes because of the nature of the war, based on what thieves say, the Ethiopian media is lying.
What kind of propaganda we are meant to spread [...] People in fact are spreading exaggerations;
we say ‘he is broken’, people say ‘he is dead’. I apologize, this is a new Ethiopian culture. This
is something we cannot believe can happen. There is a man who took off his pants. And another

one caught after removing his underwear.

He uses repetitions, jokes, and pauses between sentences for effect. His jokes are

however expressions of frustration.

293 Shiferaw Bekele 2004, 7.
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Maingastu-isms are common in people’s conversations in contemporary Addis Abéba.
Maingastu’s parliamentary and other public speeches are adopted as popular sayings that mark
particular emotions. When confronted with shocking and seemingly unreal situations, people
are commonly heard saying, T7PG0T TLELTAT NFI°rI° AFIOI° (LI G0 ‘we have been
undervalued, disrespected, whether you believe it or not, we have died though we think we’re
alive’.2°* In addition, there are several jokes about Mingastu which revolve around his long
public speeches. This is attested in videos where he is heard saying ‘we shall take a break and
return soon’ after an hour-long uninterrupted speech.?®> His speeches were distinguishably
long, that not only did he get a reputation of being a dedicated speaker, jokes were also created

about them. One of the many jokes is this:

2.2.11 OA?% ANA AL a0 122k PRATICEI® SOLPA SOLPA: Al 0%t eH0A AN DL 57 67 7 A%t A%
2380 a0 R (At 0NM° AATaeAm TT77I° KELI° (VF LOLA: &7 U1 A0 FCCD7 NaPTL
@@L A ParINC» Nt PRCMPA:: a0k AATRLM (NP £GLL: AT «I°1&T 1D e A8 -7 (LEL hH
AD D6n, AA TT79° PAT°: AL AL APIPINCE NTOTN PALD- L TD- RhG» =

In one of his meetings, Mango$tu Hayld Maryam was talking and talking. What was meant to be an
hour-long meeting went on for five, six, seven hours. Méngostu was so invested in his speech
that he doesn’t actually observe what’s happening around him. He just talks. All of a sudden, a
man clears his throat and interrupts him by saying, ‘comrade leader’. Méngostu, furious that he
has been interrupted snaps back, ‘what is it?’, but sees that the meeting hall was empty except
for that man. The man says, ‘comrade leader, please lock the door when you are done. Here is

the key’.

What adds to the humor is that no matter how long his speeches are, his tone remains
unchanged throughout his speeches, and he is rarely seen taking breaks to rest, or to drink
water. His successor Millds Zenawi is seen almost always sipping on a glass of water during
his speeches.

There is another speech he made at the parliament which can show the kind of leader
Minga$tu was, as referenced to in several works about him. 26 He is represented as brutal and

relentless in eliminating contenders to political power.2°” He is also presented as immature and

294 Abiye Teklemariam 2020 (personal conversation).
295 The source is found in appendix A.
296 Refer to appendix D where this speech is presented in Amharic and English.

297 Bahru Zewde 2001, 250.
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destructive by others.?”®

In this particular speech, he allures to territorial nationalism, uses
allegories and metaphors to make his points, and asks humorous rhetorical questions. He is
also never in the wrong; him and his administration are always the ones attacked for being
unfair and unjust. As a result, his speech is filled with defensive proclamations. It appears the
only thing Méngastu does not use vulgarity about is Ethiopia. This speech shows how
Maingastu saw himself in Ethiopia, and his relationship with the country he ruled. His frustrated
yet humorous speech is patriotic, defensive, and appeals to grand ideals of Ethiopia.

Mingastu fled to Zimbabwe and the TPLF came to power in 1991.

In conclusion to this section, we have thus far seen the differences in public speeches of
two leaders. Being the #7820 r9lLANhC Soyyumd Agzi’abohor ‘Elect of God” entailed being at
a respectable behavior at all times, a behavior Méngastu Hayld Maryam did not assume. In the
emperor’s parliament, which lasted over 40 years, there is not a single mention of insults, vulgar
language, heated exchanges by the prime minister or the emperor himself, in both the upper
and lower chambers. The most heated exchanges that are recorded are found to be over serious
disputes over bills to pass, or at the beginning of the opening of the first parliament session
made by newly elected members who did not understand the code of conduct yet.?*® But these
were still not as insulting, and vulgar as some of the utterings made by Miangastu at his
parliament or when delivering speeches.

People in general hold two diverging views about this. A few individuals said that
Mingastu as well as Millds, as we will see next, exhibited openness and willingness to entertain
the public, which added to their listenability at parliament and beyond. Others suggested that
it showed the leader’s Pt noagdt ‘contempt’ of the people. This will be addressed after

investigating the content and style of the humor in Méllds Zenawi’s parliament.

298 Erlich 2018, 188.

299 Amide Limma 2011, 85.
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2.4 Pre-2005 Ethiopia
2.4.1 The EPRDF?® and its parliament

Following Méngastu’s exile and TPLF’s rise to power, a parliament was formed as a supreme
organ of power for the transition period. The EPRDF°! ‘established a “Peaceful and
Democratic Transitional Conference in Ethiopia” to oversee the creation of a new system of
government’.’%? A transitional government was set up with the right to ‘exercise all legal and
political responsibility for the governance of Ethiopia’.’®* While the Darg took thirteen years
to ratify a constitution, justifying its absolutist rule by claiming ‘the peace and stability of our
country did not allow’ it, EPRDF would ratify a constitution within three years.3%*

The EPRDF bicameral parliament consisted of the House of People’s Representatives
and the House of Federation. The upper house, the House of Federation, is composed of
‘representatives of nations and nationalities’.>*> ‘Nations and nationalities’ would be the trade-
mark of Méllds Zenawi’s leadership, the liberator of all the nations and nationalities of Ethiopia
who had previously been under Amhara hegemony.*% It has today become a popular way of

addressing one another in Addis Abidba. People are often heard using ber-beresdbocc, a play

300 For more on the EPRDF and its rule, refer to the following selected works: ‘EPRDEF’s Nation-Building:
Tinkering with Convictions and Pragmatism’, Bach 2014; Reconfiguring Ethiopia: the Politics of Authoritarian
Reform, Abbink and Hagmann 2013. On the economic policies the EPRDF adopted, refer to: ‘Vanguard
Capitalism: Party, State, and Market in the EPRDF's Ethiopia’, Weis 2016; and Made in Africa: Industrial Policy
in Ethiopia, Arkebe Oqubay 2015.

301 The EPRDF was a coalition of four parties. The dominant party was the TPLF (Tigrai People’s
Liberation Front), the rest were the ANDM (Amhara National Democratic Movement), SNNPR (Southern
Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region) and the OPDO (Oromo People’s Democratic Organization).

302 “parliament’, E4e, IV (2010), 119a (C. Clapham).

303 Fasil Nahum 1997, 39.

304 Qala’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 281.

305 Kassahun Berhanu 2005, 174.

306 Merera Gudina 2006, 128. In addition, his government would introduce a system of administration
known as ethnic-federalism, based on the idea that ethnic groups were previously oppressed by the Amhara. For
more discussions on the foundation of the ethnic-federalism structure introduced by EPRDF, refer to the
following: ‘New Approaches to State Building in Africa: The Case of Ethiopia's Ethnic-Based Federalism’,
Kidane Mengisteab 1997, 40; ‘Responding to State Failure in Africa’, Herbst 1996, 21; and ‘Ethnic Federalism

and Self-Determination for Nationalities in a Semi-Authoritarian State: the Case of Ethiopia’ Aalen 2006, 13.
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on baher anna baherdsdbocc ‘nations and nationalities’, when calling a group of Ethiopians.
The lower house, the House of People’s Representatives, is the highest authority of the federal
government.

The parliamentary assembly selected for investigation was held in the third House of
Peoples’ Representatives 5" year, 24" regular session. The House of People’s Representative’s
members are elected for one five-year term.>% The first term was from 1995 to 1999, the second
from 2000 to 2004, the third from 2005 to 2009, the fourth spanned from 2010 and lasted until
2014.3% The final year for EPRDF’s parliament was the parliament’s term from 2015 until
2019.

One parliamentarian of the fourth House of People’s Representatives term (2010-2014),
Gorma Séyfu Maru,** holds that the first parliament term was one where Ethiopians were just
coming out of a transition period and the EPRDF had just ratified its constitution. During this
time, Gorma writes that there were very few voices that presented their opposition to the new
political rulers. These included the infamous representative of Addis Abéba, Saliga Admase
Zallaga.>1o

The second term period saw the EPRDF allow free press and media to flourish, although
contesting and rival voices were not pronounced.®!'! Ethiopia was also immersed in war and its
aftermath with Eritrea during this time. The third term limit saw an encouraging political sphere
for upcoming politicians. Following the creation of a purely Méllds Zenawi-led EPRDF with
the expulsion of those like Sayye Abriha (veteran TPLF official and minister of defense from
1991 to 1995) from the party, EPRDF’s self-confidence rose and was not threatened by critical
voices in the media and in the parliament. At the same time, the period saw the rise of
opposition politicians such as Lodédtu Ayyalew and Bayydna Petros. EPRDF had also started
flirting with capitalism, as opposed to its once-tightly held attachment with Marxism Leninism.
EPRDF adopted ‘white capitalism’, a ‘pure’ version of liberal capitalism, which would also
allow civil groups to emerge, and saw the role media played in developing a democratic

Ethiopia.®!?

307 Fasil Nahum 1997, 68.

308 Gorma Sdyfu Maru 2017, 23-25.

309 Gorma Sdyfu Maru was the only opposition member at the parliament during the fourth term.
319 Gorma Sdyfu Maru 2009, 21.

g,

312 Habtamu Gorma 2016.
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It is after this term that the May 2005 elections were held. The election itself was
preceded by electoral debates broadcasted on the national television (ETv). Heralding popular
parties such as the Coalition of Unity and Democracy (CUD or ganaggot, as known in
Ambharic), Ethiopia would witness its first political elections.

The parliamentary assembly that is selected for investigation is one held five years after
these elections, and right before the coming elections of 2010. During this term, various
opposition figures were present. Starting in 2006, increasingly popular print and radio media
individuals as well as bloggers emerge in Addis Abédba. These include the editors of the
distinguished Addis Ndgdr newspaper Abiye Teklemariam, Tamerat Negera and Mesfin
Negash, sports journalists such as Fisseha Tegegn, and online bloggers such as those of the
Seminawork blog.3!3 This period would also see the fall of opposition parties, arrests and jailing
as well as exiles of prominent Ethiopian activists, politicians, bloggers and journalists
(including those mentioned above). This was aided by the declaration of the Anti-Terrorism
proclamation in 2009.>'* The fourth term that follows (2010-2014) would see only one
opposition figure in the entire parliament and bring about an end to a lively and often humorous

parliamentary assembly.
2.4.2 Saliiga Admase Zilliqi and the ratification of the 1995 constitution

Saliga Admase Zilligi was a member of the Emperor’s parliament after having retired from
the military. The Dérg arrested him for sixteen years with the jurist Aberra Jembere and he was
released in 1991 with the change in government. He was part of the constitutional assembly in
1994 and ran for parliament in 1995.313

Before ratifying their constitutions, both the Dérg and EPRDF had held a people’s
discussion in 1987 and 1993, respectively. Some argue that the Dérg’s constitutional
discussions were more open to public opinion than the EPRDF discussions.?!® The discussion
of EPRDF’s constitution was held via representatives that came from across the fourteen
administrative zones of Ethiopia. One of the representatives of Addis Abédba, which was zone

14 at the time, was Saldga Admase. Saliga Admase was the only critical voice at the assembly

of the draft constitution. He is remembered for his ¢dwata and also for his defiant stance against

313 The blogger Ethio Zagol of seminawork blogpost was nominated for the Economist New Media award
in 2008. Reidy 2008.

314 Gordon 2015.

315 Abiye Teklemariam 2020 (personal conversation).

316 Gorma Sdyfu Maru 2017, 17.
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what he believed was an undemocratic ratification process. Most of his jokes fall in the relief
theory of humor, as he is voicing his opinions through them.

Before listing some of the things the renowned Salidga Admase said, it is important to
understand how seriously EPRDF took the process of democratically legislating a constitution.
Millds Zenawi had said the following at the opening ceremony of the assembly that would
eventually ratify the constitution:

AT HALP a0 718 ALPD- 10RO+ AR AR h1 PP F W2LING RFDAA:: BU-T
ATE NHY $LI° A+90LR PPt haDt av PPt RE&I® PAIPIIC T4 hae N~k
RILPXPTE OHOME AALLI® L9° MHNT NFE-I° APPATISP P78 A&T NPH Ay OH I8
N4 NAPSLIFO (b HAO +ATE AL SATaPOlE: NSHITFD- PHYTIS LhHTT 29.9°he(L
a1 T ILPEY 04 L.IPhe. 1ot a1t TG

We know that there have been different constitutions in our country. Be that as it

may, the previous constitutions that were in use were either given as alms to the

people by the monarchs or were ratified by holding the people in totalitarian control.

Their forms were without the people’s participation and their contents were anti-

democratic holding people’s democratic rights hostage.

He explicitly mentioned that all the previous constitutions were undemocratically given

to the Ethiopian people. By doing so, he implies that this would finally be the chance for the
people to have a democratic say in the process.

Let us now consider Saldga Admase’s questions to see what exactly he was critical about.

At the beginning of the assembly, Saliga Admase made the following speech,

2.3.1 21 a7t SICPP Lok Pt AT CAINZNT AS AgPAA, 17000 PUA 1P4PT A $0A i 11, T4
OLPF DG 0&IP8 TP +1°1C ParM@- A@- 19 N1F 10CE 5000 194 LANT PA ANNAN ParN@- AD- 32
A0+ A7 A< PAPANVFD- PAALPTI 104F PPON AP aPINC “LOETS AEHET @H LarMOFDG YLAT
O APPFEA TINE PANTgo 18

The process of passing the constitution did not see the participation of people. For example, in a gdbdle
which has about 17000 residents, only 19 people attended the meetings that were advertised
through speakers and flyers. In a gdbdle which has 5000 residents, 32 people came to attend the
meetings and there were gdbdle whereby no person showed up. We cannot say that these
meetings where the head of the gdbdle attended with only his wife and kids saw a people’s

participation.

317 Qala’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 316.
318 Ibid., 318.
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Other members of the assembly denied Saldga Admase’s humorous accusations and
claimed that people in their respective areas had come in mass to discuss the draft of the
constitution. For example, Kuma Diméqsa stated that in his zone (zone four) ‘90% of people

had come out to vote’3'°

as a direct response to Saldga Admase. Saldga Admase continued to
make a speech about land lease, the issue of the Ethiopian flag and other related issues that the
new constitution was about to consolidate. The minutes of the assembly have recorded the
following lengthy report of Saliga Admase’s speech before he urged the assembly to not even

accept the draft of the constitution for discussion.

2.3.2 Al A1 @072 6730 VANT AL A.0LL ACATFD- nrtalmF@- 20 $NAPT O-I° +HPD-LO- .0k
aah\nFFD7E 71C 17 0POA A9PS-C PTLAMD- “19°199G AU HONAN PTG D AL P77 AU
0°AA, ALALA NPOA 19°197 04017 0L (1-0 PDAT Adh aPTIMA 2%t 9012 RPTPC °C K195
78+ AATT AHLAAN MU aP214<7F (1A (A PhAA 14 TEHATH A0 AU +nCF 0Am@- AdH2e+
vt (1910 NAEEH 191t ATTISNTIOS AH N0 AT A[L]0 AIRTLETLD aPG1ET MNAD: HH(VY
@270 PPN AP4-C AAKHA P10+ 097191577 A101? (LA MO PPA::

APRHDO-9® NA%0 ANA D97 (@45 12 $0A 06 LT OHT 17,700 PT AA Adh1 aP7127F 670 VANT O-2.07
PHTT@- 19 OF aoPr7: DALY O-OTI° hOHFPE ONAFG vl a0 1277 (19016 (177 AL WPt AapbmC
NAD A78°M PINGATF D aPP'rT mbor@- Ak 02T AT + 2@ AATPANAN aPINRTE kP h1
a1k VHA SOMD- PR TCL 26 W1 A9PO TP

ANDTA@-9° hHE 164.4729° Ln®P 10,000 A7 A7TT 0o 1127  SBOG Au-T OLI° T14ET AT AhAhA Po1.A
RTINS a0t 01T 8 9PNEL 714N NPT LHOFT VAN NPOA ALPT 144.L789° (LneP LA
A28TLP T W& TP

PPADI° RO (HarAlt +PPTLT ANC O-LLC TTNEE: (AL 440 ANF JAN WILTITIE ATLTLBMCS h.-
L.9°NGALP PP T NL.Lok Lo 124G Ol GATE (LD AAFD- MUY W78T.L4« Ph.chl +ONL 17
PRCEE FAPE DN §AYE OC (LB CLCE-ET A1R91a°CT mbavd- MM kb APOPPYTH
WIELPNAD MEPPA::

When the people were discussing on the ideas of the draft constitution, he had gone beyond just the 20
qdbdle that were under his representative jurisdiction to observe these discussions. However,
what the gdbdle administrators report and what the people say are different. He gave an example
of how people have agreed that the articles that deal with secession, land ownership of the

government should be improved. He added that when people gathered to discuss with the

319 Qald’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 319.

320 Anon., 1994, 20.
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president of zone 14, they had stated that they are not comfortable with the government owning
land and that people would consider it as if it were AIDS if land lease was declared. And he asked

who should be listened to, the people or their gdbdle representatives?

He also added that in Addis Abdba’s wdrdda 12, gdbdle 6, the number of residents is some 17,700 but
that only 19 people attended the discussion on the constitution. And from this number, most were
youth who told him that they were there to secure a job in the military by supporting the
constitution. This was because people were expressing their discontent with the constitution by
not showing up for the talks and as a result, the constitution is a one-party document that is totally

rejected by the people.

He continued to express that if there was a referendum not a single person from 10,000 individuals
would ask to be a serf to the government by being refused to sell his land and that if the
government truly wants to uphold democracy, it would not use the gdbdle to ratify this

constitution but call for a referendum.

He continued to say that regarding the election, holding elections by arresting opposition figures is like
winning a horse race where there is only one rider and that it is anti-democratic. He also added
that when the people’s and government’s opinions clash, he will stand with the people; but that
EPRDEF’s members will stand with the party. He urged the assembly to not accept the draft of the

constitution even for discussion.

With only one other supporter who shared his concerns, Saliga Admase was alone and
the draft was accepted for discussions. Nonetheless, he continued speaking by using ¢dwata at
the following discussions, though members of the assembly attacked him relentlessly. The
humor in his speeches allowed to de-escalate the tension that his remarks sparked. The minutes

say the following about how Saldga Admase saw his role at that particular assembly.

2.3.3 APLLHDI° GAP ALTI0 HAP A LATFD AIARI® (HFAD AATFD: 0854 +C 717 AT1L91.0LNG A7LT AT
ATRTIPDEG (LY (rd ATVD- AAD-AF K7L

In addition, Saldga Admase Zilldgi said the following about himself: if he were not at the assembly he
would wonder who would be insulted and criticized; and that the assembly is indebted to him for

his presence and for allowing everyone to have someone to attack.

One topic that inspired Salidga Admase’s repeated outrage was the topic of land. Saliga
Admase kept on reminding the assembly of the students’ revolution of the 1960s that demanded

‘land to the tiller’ and how there are students who chanted those slogans present at the assembly

321 Qald’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 368.
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now asking for the constitution to hand over land to the government. Saliga Admase was
criticizing the inherently contradictory stance of the revolutionaries who ousted the monarchy

and the Dérg, but who are themselves disregarding people’s opinions about similar matters.

2.3.4 P00 AHO AHT LACTA SHIADT (FavAht APOA A9°197 PCO «hLOO DTEAT 10y (LOA AT
CADPT 1D KTLTLAG T1C 17 U-e9® b Nl ATLANANNTF 20 728 «AH TLAATU- Ly ke
(LPP «AUMANNC PO Ny AILTLA?

About the indication that people have supported the government’s land-lease policy through the gdbdle,
even if people were asked to assess the claim ‘Jesus is a criminal’ through the gdbdle, people
would say ‘it is true’. But if people were asked again at the place where all the ethnicities
converge, the football stadium, ‘do you want government land-lease?’, they would say ‘May God

get us out of that!’.

This joke deserves a contextual reminder of the time it was stated. A foundation called
Saw 14 Saw ‘people for people’ organized a concert to collect money for regions that were
affected by drought and the concert was held at the stadium in 1994. The Prime Minister of
Ethiopia at the time, Tamrat Layne, walked into the stadium and the public started booing and
resorted to singing the national anthem of the Dérg period. Tamrat had to leave the concert.>??
This was the background to Saliga Admase’s comment about people stating their true feelings
at the football stadium.

A final example is listed below to show what Saliga Admase thought about the creation

of a parliamentary system instead of a presidential system in Ethiopia.

2.3.5 TGHAIFR OC%TT W2871.a°Cav PPNI0EI° (1CNFG TAAP LCET MANNTS 85% PATL &CB ANA
AANH QU-t LH TCATLFR AC%T avar(it (FFHPPS aP 718 AAICTIR PATIR A TolATTT avav(ét 1@+

That he prefers a presidential system where there aren’t several more parties, and where 85% belong to
one party, forming a parliamentary system is like indirectly creating a ‘His Imperial Majesty

> 324

King of Kings President the first’.
Finally, there is a popular joke that is told about Saldga Admase at EPRDEF’s parliament.

2.3.6 He made a comment about food, and an overweight parliamentarian called Hasén Ali mocked

Saliqa Admase stating that reactionary people like him constantly worry about food. Saliga

322 1bid., 377.
323 Abiye Teklemariam 2020 (personal conversation).

324 Qald’ab Taddisi Sogatu 2018/2019, 395.
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Admase answered: h(*C Ad. 10%:I AU-7 9°9 L7006 71P@- 977 LarOAN? ‘Honorable House

Speaker, who appears [between the two of us] to be worried about food?’, mocking Hasén Ali.

Saliiga Admase is still remembered as a bold and defiant hilarious orator who did not shy
away from commenting and expressing his views in front of rulers. His character is much like
Aldga Gébrd Hanna’s; both use humor to point out illogical and irrational actions. Entirely
characterizable under the relief theory of humor, Saliga Admase’s ¢iwata has earned him
respect in Addis Abidba. He is one of Ethiopia’s prominent parliamentarians of the twentieth
century, revered for standing by the people and expressing public opinions. Saliga Admase
singlehandedly confronted the glaringly obvious campaigns of disinformation at the heart of
the assembly to pass the draft constitution of EPRDF. And he did that through ¢dwata. At the
parliament, the examples cited above indicate that there was not a topic he would shy away
from. From questions of legal affairs, to land leasing issues, to government bureaucracy, and
democratic legitimacy, Salidga Admase took his job at the parliament seriously. He was there
to question and scrutinize government decisions and present public opinion to the government.

He is also a reminder of Addis Abéba’s discontent with the constitution from early on
and of the possibility that the process may not have been as democratic as championed by
Millds. Dr. Nagaso Gidada, the president of Ethiopia from 1995 until 2001, was the chair of
the constitutional assembly at the time.>?> He had declared that the process ensured a fair
election of representatives from each zone and included the opinions of all Ethiopians without
discrimination, essentially calling the whole process ‘democratic’. Years later, Dr. Négaso
Gidada would apologize for this statement, claiming that history will reveal that the process
was far from democratic.3?¢ Considering this, it appears that in all three of these Ethiopian
regimes, the constitution was exactly what Méllds accused of the previous regimes of: nothing
but ‘legitimizing agent[s] of the status quo’.3?’

The 1994 constitution remains disputed to-date on the same topics that Saldga Admase
raised. His mockery of the gdbdle is an all-too-common theme of jokes repeatedly present in
the coming chapters. More topics are those of secessionism granted by the constitution to any
federal region of the country, the issue of land-lease and government ownership of land, the
Ethiopian flag, and the ethnic-federalist system of administration. These are addressed by urban

Ethiopians through jokes. Ultimately though, the question of justice surfaces as his primary

325 Anon. 1994, 2.
326 Gorma Sdyfu Maru 2017, 20.

327 Kassahun Berhanu 20035, 180.
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disposition throughout the discussions. Saldga Admase’s pre-occupation is simply: why aren’t
people’s concerns taken into consideration, and where is the justice in that?

Through his ¢dwata, Saliga Admase raises questions and confrontations that reveal the
reasons popular opinion in Addis Abéba holds that there is little difference in style of leadership
beyond change of individuals in Ethiopia in the second half of the twentieth century.

2.5 Ciwata at the parliament: Millis Zenawi

A few months before the 2010 elections, Méllds Zenawi presented a performance report to the
Ethiopian parliament, particularly to the House of People’s Representatives. Certain aspects of
the parliamentary discussions are important to note.

The code of conduct dictates that each parliamentarian is to be addressed as ydtdkdbbdru
‘honorable’. And when parliamentarians address one another, they have to adopt the respectful
form of the personal pronoun of the second and third person. Each is given time to speak by
the House Speaker who is allowed to intervene and stop speakers. This is if they, according to
the House of Peoples’ Representatives Regulation article 23, clause 5, ‘[contravene] the
procedure and Code of Conduct provided in this Regulation’.’?8 Article 29 of the regulation

prohibits calling and winking at guests,>?’

and bans ‘murmuring, shouting, clapping, whistling

or any other misbehavior’. It does not prohibit laughter or humor at the parliament.
Concerning the performance report that Méllds presents in this parliamentary hearing, it

is according to Article 76 of the Regulation which stipulates that reports have to be presented

by the Prime Minister. Clause 3 states,

The Prime Minister of the Ethiopian Federal Democratic Republic shall, according
to a schedule made for him, present reports regarding the general operation of the
government to the House twice a year; However the Prime Minister may submit a
report to the House at any time he deems it necessary.**

During this assembly, Millds Zenawi reads the report**! and then the house proceeds to
receive questions from parliamentarians. Since each individual’s question is answered by
Millds Zenawi, they are presented here in the order of how they were asked, instead of being
grouped thematically. Millds’s report is not presented since the questions reveal some of its

contents.

328 Anon. 1998. This stipulation is also unaltered in the 2005 version.
329 4.
330 4.

331 The link to the online location of this is found in appendix B.
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As for the parliamentarians, after the May 2005 elections, the leaders of CUD were
arrested and those who were not arrested disagreed as to whether or not to join the parliament
with the people’s votes they had won at the elections. Four groups emerged. One group led by

Ato Tamdasgin Zawde,**

stated they would join the parliament to raise awareness about the
arrested political figures. The second group refused to join the parliament of EPRDF. The third
group was led by Azo Laditu Ayyalew,**? and these were no longer representing CUD but their
own party, the EDP (Ethiopian Democratic Party). A fourth group was led by other members
of the CUD which also joined the parliament, but they were supposedly bribed by the EPRDF.
Beyond those associated with the CUD, there were other notable parliamentarians including
Dr. Merara Gudina®*4, and Bul¢a Dimegsa.*

The first person who presents questions, and comments to Méllés is Dr. Merara Gudina.
Merara is known for his wit and comical jabs in political debates and public speeches as well

as at his university lectures. He says the following:

2.4.1 «PHGD- &7°CF PG AE 14 A aPan @ 9°CoB, QAP (10 ARIPC:: 47°Crk aPen @ 9°CoB, 89PN E-(LPP AATIP
AS AU H2E: 99700t OTld. K1Y 1849 LAA: AAVAL NAPT NOrtPC DHY (A +AIPC
hatdmd OOteC AeH140F AAD- 0718 NH14 12 AG §hP 9°Cm, aPNACH PoL099A ATCRP v
OA1TF7 GO TN PTLA A9 PATP° [...] Lav¥P1t 491 QHAAD- AdU-T AF80ID« W<l 1MgP
RA10TE ALPT A VAL NAT Alkd FAAE O0S%T 9.V 1C [Laughter.] [...] AAHLY A7V 2% 10+ PAD-
OFPCmD- U5 AT AATIP 132G LIPNELPP ANA ATIRTLTA AT ALY A2LTLTFA (9°7 TAIC AP
A2LTVTFA AUAL F 10 00 PO-p-::

Today’s report is mainly about the coming elections, so let me start with that. The report suggests
making the coming elections democratic, peaceful and having the trust of the people. Unless it is
for EPRDF, and unless there is some miracle, by the way we are going, we have absolutely no
assumption that there will be any sort of free and fair election in Ethiopia from now on. [...] We

have heard of government support in the elections, but it is almost of negligible value and EPRDF

332 Timisgin Zawde was once the chairman of the CUD.

333 Ladidtu Ayyalew is one of the politicians who was a part of the CUD party that had major support in
Addis Abéba in 2005. He was representing the Ethiopian Democratic Party (EDP) at the parliament.

334 Merara Gudina is a lecturer at Addis Abeba University, and a previous member of MEDREK party. He
is now leader of the Oromo Federalist Congress and was arrested for charges including dealing with terrorist
groups in 2016.

335 Bul¢a Dimeqsa is an economist and the founder of the Oromo Federalist Democratic Movement. Anon.

2019b.
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has lined up just like the rest of us to take that nine thousand Birr. [Laughter.] [...] This is it
regarding the elections. Why it could be considered peaceful and democratic, or just; through

what miracles this will happen, EPRDF is the only one who knows.

0H $7oe 87°Ck AT L1, 10 Oavf (AL 0A NG, A& hRaP) 1M+ RAGA MH(: A A UASTY a0l
A18 Gav 7 hh 02 +014 APaPIND- Av-T AU-10 A UALE] 871,000+ +47 hRaPAND- aP ez AuvT A7R.D.9°
AP L P0G (14LF 9210 (4LF hOHOA 10+ [ ] A VALY 0PPRAGNT A28 11C “1°T Tk L0 NG A
OA 0%+ HCLE AG MIDT PTLAD- 10<:: A VAL WI&H TIhPavme NNg° LA NNGA: 0,0F 17 h(kC mPAL
TI0EC OF T FAAP AAPT AL ARIPT FCTA AAPT AL KT8 N0 AN FAAP AAPT AL ARPTY
TCYA AAPT AL WTELUPE AT AN PHIPUCT Povt HNAA OTHIPUCT Tt NAACXE HaPGP eHIPUCT
Fe O RI8U-r LOLPOT L WG U-BF PAIP: RUTT Advtols DAPTRTS (L7 Ad-PAU-:

Following this, the report says for the seventh time that there is development of 10%, the people have

been waiting for EPRDF for 18 years with empty hopes and now the people think EPRDF is
speaking fables.**® Now, it is being said ‘electric power in rations, food in rations’. [...] I am
happy I found one reason to support EPRDF. The part about illegal selling of land. I am happy
that EPRDF has said that. But my fear is, Honorable Prime Minister, my fear is that that will be
enforced on the small fish and not the large fish. I fear it will not be on the large fish but the small
fish. Education quality has been mentioned: in the history of Ethiopia’s modern education there
is no other time than today that the quality of education has hit rock bottom. I know this because

I’m a teacher.

Merara’s questions are about why Méllds Zenawi calls the forthcoming elections free and

democratic in his report. Though the script does not seem to indicate humor, Merera’s smile as

he makes his points indicates a sense of humor in play. ‘Unless it is for EPRDF, [...] we have

absolutely no hope that we will see any sort of free and fair election in Ethiopia from now on’,

he says smiling. The joke here requires contextual and historical knowledge of Ethiopia’s May

2005 elections, where opposition parties claimed the results were rigged.**” Three months after

the elections, it was declared that the incumbent had won 327 seats of the parliament, with

combined opposition figures winning 174 seats. Many ‘CUD and other opposition members

initially boycotted parliament, though [...] by March 2008, about 150 had taken their seats’ .33

Merera also makes a sarcastic joke following this when he says that perhaps there is a

different meaning to the word ‘democracy’ when used by EPRDF. It could be that ‘democratic

336 Tirdt; refer to chapter three, where there is a discussion on Abbabba Tesfayye, the popular fable teller.
337 Abbink 2006, 105, 176.

338 Anon. 2010.
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elections’ does not mean the same thing to EPRDF as it means to opposition parties, or the
Ethiopian population. Merara also uses the word ‘miracle’ repeatedly to express his
hopelessness in regards to Ethiopia ever holding credible elections. He uses the feminine
pronoun to speak about EPRDF, and he exclaims, ‘EPRDF has lined up just like the rest of us’,
again sarcastically, expressing discontent about why the government would get support for
campaigning just like the other opposition parties for the upcoming elections.

He then speaks about another theme of the report: Ethiopia’s economic growth rate. He
calls EPRDF’s development a fdrdt ‘fable’, and as providing empty hope. He follows this by
providing a popular saying from Addis Abiba, ‘electric power in rations, food in rations’,
showing that he draws from public jokes in his parliamentary speech. In a way, he is presenting
public opinion at the highest political organ of the country. Most importantly however, he tries
to show that the public is, much like the MPs, unconvinced by talks of growth and development.
This is clear in the use of the word fdrdqga ‘rationing’. Rationing food is a grim portrayal of life
in Ethiopia, depicting people being forced to skip certain meals or cutting down on their food
in-take. The joke is meant to be that EPRDF claims growth while people are now using the
word fdrdqa to food as well.

Finally, he adds in a cheerful tone that he is genuinely happy that he found one thing that
he agrees on with the EPRDF. This is itself a dark joke; it is depressing that Ethiopia’s
opposition figures and the government do not have at least one thing to agree about. His final
comment about education quality gets a striking response from Maillds to which Merara
responds in complete sarcasm in the second round of questioning. What we observe here is the
relief theory of humor in action. Merera is expressing his opinions about Millds’ report and in
general about Ethiopia’s reality through his ¢dwata.

Then Lodétu Ayyalew speaks. He talks about consensus issues and speaks about the
numbers the government relays as economic growth rates — which was at the time a 10.1% rate.
But his speech lacks distinctive humor and is not marked with striking rhetorical devices. As

an example, here is part of his speech:

2.4.3 aA®- avavp(L AAQE 1% 0999210« @ hQ1F 47°CF (LPC NNIP AR PP P91 0 a0 ap AN A Am- 10A
2% NAL 0N avdh 10+ PPLND- 47°Cl ATE W8N 0476 A&A temd 1164 MACH PTITE 9°7 PUA
TCAYE 10 PTYE OFF 0106 RTC P10 006 7718 TLHSTY (A7 TCAYE +irthha @790 ¢
AIHLY ATHUT Paraqh FE2T (140t AG 141C aP10& AAVTFD@-: (AL 70N aPAh 10+ 0PLND-2: £5 770 A8
£eI A 1@

Another thing that I believe needs to be answered is that when such reports are presented there needs to

be a presentation of direct, unambiguous answers instead of long proses in which this report is
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presented. How many new job opportunities have been created, how much in percent of a
decrease has the country seen in regard to its dependence on farming, is there a decrease in the
number of farmers, is our foreign commerce scale finding a balance — these things need to be

presented through facts and figures. This is written as a prose. How do you see this?

Liaggésd delivers the next almost poetic speech. He speaks about development. Méllés
Zenawi later responds to this through jokes and anecdotes so it is important to see what exactly

was said.

2.4.4 amFaL Fe PSANT PO ATt 0L LOAANST AT NAPY (OTPC Ph14E AT PAIP:
a8 ASLA AT mOA: €8 FLCLLPA TIC U7 40 ANC AT ALTAP TGN AT ALTAP
oSN ALPTY ATAT: ANPAL AL T A& TR NETC AAALI: T1INGP 187 (PavAnt mS9° P
FUCT L TH0FPF A LONT RAROT ANTTLAI® NRTC AL taowlt ALIPT Ok MmN Ark +avld
7k 226 PH A7k 226 AN PTLAD Pl I TIC aPPT AANE ATPACISAD-::

What is seen in general is that there is no development in the country, perhaps there is development for
those in power or the political elite. The roads have gotten wider, but our bellies have shrunk.
There are buildings lined up, but they cannot be bread, they cannot be sugar, or petrol; they cannot
be electricity for us. Conclusively, the development is limited to numbers. Concerning social
realities, hospitals and schools; there are building constructions, but the internal supplies are
missing. Development should not be about figures, it should be about how many of our people
have full stomachs, how many graduated, how many have secured jobs, how many are

unemployed—these must be fundamental. Thank you.

Laggidsd’s speech is marked with poetic expressions. He says, ‘roads have gotten wider,
but our bellies have shrunk’. He moves between metaphors, saying buildings can not be bread,
or sugar. He challenges EPRDF’s attachment to numbers and says our priorities should be
people, not digits.

Following this, Tdmidsgén speaks. As a trained economist, he starts his speech by
claiming that he does not understand how the Ethiopian government claims to have controlled
the inflation and developed the economy without using a fiscal and monitoring policy. He then

adds the following.

245 M0FEO- ANTIL TEULTA 10+ RYTO- NLLHET 184 10 O AA AG.N ANPHP LIPheL AT 106
A0 KT RIS OPO? 887 WTINRAT WA T:: [There’s brief laughter at the provocative tone.] 2%
@OmF 77 AAPPPET NANC 100 ATPPAT: Av-T AC NPT ATRITH (19°7 Phd A7LI°YMH 1917 W1LI°TH
AT 102 (AT (ed LA9° 12 P10° AT APNELT 10+ BOAAN: &% 00N AT, 10+ W78, P12
ADGT), ARLATP: P12 ADTTL, WIHY ALWEIP: 019 ADG TN, (1§ATT NAPCHT (P2 AL eTavwlrt 1@+
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AS ALK 2104 (16T AL AT avP17F PRRIVID- ANC A28 ARLATP: ARG 9118 U3 PAarG
avy18: 3 F 05t aOY18: a3 a0 3T (LY AHATE AQLATC: av P14 &INC AP hG Pauopy
88 ZOLETT ATLLNLAIPANT 10+ av eIt RRIPID-: PGANT (9L TA@- 9°Cor, nhAnd? %Y
AGOtnhAAT=:y [Laughter. Millas is seen laughing too.]

Which economic principle is this? Keynesian theory or is there a new revolutionary democratic
economic theory that we are unaware of? We would like for you to please explain this. [There’s
brief laughter at the provocative tone.] We see that this is unproductive through the sugar market.
We are told where we buy sugar today and how much we buy it for and from where. On the other
end we are also told that this is a free market. This is not free market; it is controlled market. Free
market economy does not work this way. Free market is based on demand and supply. This needs
to be stated. By the way, we did not set up a government, so that it sells sugar. We do not want
our government to be selling sugar, selling soap and flour. We appointed a government to secure
our borders and manage our foreign policy. Perhaps if we are successful in the next elections, we

will fix this. [Laughter. Millds is seen laughing too.]

Tédmisgén’s speech is interesting for a number of reasons. He asks Millds serious
economic questions and wonders if the EPRDF has come up with its own economic theory and
makes a joke here by calling that theory, Revolutionary Democratic theory. This is a jab at
EPRDEF’s development plan. Prior to the elections of 2005, Ethiopia had declared that it would
adopt white capitalism. After 2005, the EPRDF, concerned with the increasing frustration of
urban Ethiopians and the election results, abandoned liberal capitalism and looked towards
Eastern Asia. This shift was towards the developmental state, which was according to some
economists, much more in line with EPRDF’s revolutionary democratic political outlook.>*

The other reason why this speech is interesting is because he is indicating what the role
of a government is. Just like some of the emperor’s parliament members did, parliamentarians
are reminding Méllds to simply attend to the tasks required of him. He delimits the role of the
government when he jokes that the government is not a merchant. He says the government
should not be running a business and that its job is to secure the borders and manage foreign
policy.

The third joke that Timasgidn makes is, in actuality, sad. He says, ‘perhaps if we get lucky
in the next elections, we will fix this’. This gets laughter from various members of the
parliament including Mallds himself. The laughter from both parliamentarians and rulers shows

an acceptance of the facade of elections in Ethiopia. This is based on the pretext of the contested

339 Habtamu Gorma 2016.
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May 2005 elections. The laughter reveals defeated hopelessness of seeing change in Ethiopia’s
political leadership through elections. This again falls in the relief theory of humor, where the
joke-teller reveals something he has been holding on to. But in doing so, Témésgédn shows the
theatrics of the Ethiopian parliament. Everybody is aware that Ethiopia will not be holding
democratic elections; it will only hold elections. And the members of the parliament that laugh
do so for different reasons. Those who share Tdmasgén’s sentiments laugh out of hopelessness.
Those like Millds, out of indifference.

Ali, member of the EDP along with Ladétu Ayyalew, then presents a serious commentary
about the education system following Tdmédsgén. But his response to Méllds Zenawi later is
more important to this discussion.

Bul¢a Dimegsa, an economist who has worked at the World Bank internationally and as
deputy minister of the Ministry of Finance of Ethiopia during the emperor’s time,**® says the
following comment after mentioning that Merera had already spoken most of what he had

wanted to say.

2.4.6 AL TEE NF APMPP KLAIAUE MPAL TLLNTS a0 E LI £ A %2 01100 10 1100
11 AZDONT @AM A AATFDIP QA ACKP ANTTLAPTI® Co-Pa 1100 11 @989 TINt TAIPC 10+ LBTY
FRIPC QT FOG RI8LMIO hvt hOWeT hBLAT® F8PT LN hoP GFD-x WA A4S [Puts
hands on mouth to show disbelief.] 01100 11 ... [Here laughter engulfs the parliament.] A+¢-&¢
A28t ARCD 10 (11 PRTF@? A7 hu<? 1100 12 APLT 10-x A7IA AT 10+ (AL LH A HRe+
ATT A HeAt TF APTF 0279° AA 11C 17 AP 1100 10 0100 11 (LLLT ARICIPIC: AGNTON A28
NA7 10 PPIARD 1100 11 PLI° ATLHAAD: PGAT° LTIHA LCEF AAPXEL hG AT 9o76P hGish
AT (LOH 0100 6 L& AAPA: AT U7 AP AT «hlld- AL 101y WTANT: 2% 10 10+ 0L

I just want to ask a few questions. The Prime Minister and the government are repeatedly heard saying
Ethiopia has grown at a rate of 10 from a 100, and 11 from a 100. I, the Prime Minister and
Ethiopia’s economists all know that it is a miracle to grow at 11%. This miracle is done by China,
and that even not anymore. It was seen in Taiwan, and South Korea. How could Ethiopia? [Puts
hands on mouth to show disbelief.] How did Ethiopia grow at eleven percent? [Here laughter
engulfs the parliament.] Angola is now growing at 12% but that is because Angola found oil. It
isn’t shocking if those people who found oil or other things grow at 10%, 11%. And how are we
going to tell the world this? Earlier, we heard that the IMF stated Ethiopia and other Eastern

African nations grow at most at 6%. But we refuse, we say ‘it is 11%’. Is this necessary?

340 Fantahun dngada 2008, 252.
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Bulca’s speech is marked with repetitions, physical movements, mimicry and changes in
tone whenever he is quoting Méllas. Just like Merera, Bul¢a uses the word ‘miracle’ to describe
the government’s reported growth of 11% annually. The parliament erupts in laughter when
Bulca says ‘how could Ethiopia’ and places his hand on his mouth while rotating dramatically
in his chair to show his shock to the rest of the parliament leaving his question hanging. He
also exclaims, ‘how are we to explain this to the world’, in an embarrassed way. This is
reminiscent of the traditional Ethiopian road-side courts. Those debating at the traditional court
would appeal to listeners to side with them theatrically. Bulca is doing the same.

His embarrassment, his look of concern as he makes his speech all hint at a serious tone
underscoring his words. But why does the parliament laugh? For one, Bul¢a’s animations, his
gestures and his facial expressions are humorous. For another, it is indicative of the general
disbelief of the report presented by Millds Zenawi. And one way to challenge this is through
jokes. Bulc¢a’s disbelief may be shared and recognized by the house. Most importantly, he has
posed a serious question for Millds in a non-combative way. He is expressing and relieving his
shock and advising that all of this stubbornness is not necessary.

The first round of questioning is over and Mallds responds to each question. His first
response is to the question of development and exaggerated IMF figures. He says that IMF’s

reports have similar conclusions and adds the following line:

2.4.7 AVALA WILHY Ah 00 PAMG PTATPL 1022 A KI° h& 17 (I°C™ D846 h8LA [Laugher.] WAHLY
AL bP° AT LAND-T NAA N0 (LY °NC (LT £LF 92K °SANT PPN (LET D(IC £9L1h AATLY Y 10+

It is common to make allegations that the EPRDF has said things. But the IMF is not running in the
elections. [Laughter.] Suggesting the IMF said things that it didn’t is below the standards of this

parliament and might even be insulting to the honor of the parliament.

Millds’s statement is to mean that parties frequently accuse the EPRDF of lying or for
saying something it didn’t. He is defending his party in this instance. He then makes a joke that
the IMF will not be running in Ethiopia’s elections. This draws humor principally because
naturally, the IMF would exaggerate numbers if it were contending at the election. The idea is
that one would have to pay attention to IMF’s figures since they have little stake in Ethiopia
and have no reason to fabricate data.

Millas says the following to Tamésgén.

2.4.8 &00A AT PrEd 700 Aemdar 0PD I tEAMCh NAPA mPAL TLIOES PULA AdtOeT
FATHZA: & H N A A& A7210% 4004 A%IAt apaA™= [Light laughter.] 40hd ZA.0. fAAD- 0B
PAND- AT 1T WG a0 TEFI° (LT (NET 1@ 0,7 APAD 12

100



There was a comment about how the Prime Minister said he controlled inflation without using a fiscal
and monetary policy. When [Tédmésgén] said ‘physical’, I think he meant fiscal. [Light laughter.]
A government without a fiscal policy, or budget — even rebels have budgets, let alone a

government.

Millds’s comment to Tamdsgéin’s detailed questions about fiscal and monetary budget is
a mockery of his accent. This humor falls under the disparaging theory of humor, where the
joke teller is reproachful. Méllés is also refusing to answer the serious question by redirecting
and mocking the accent of the questioner. He belittles the man instead of responding and
brushes it off by saying even rebels run on budgets — a nod to his own past as a rebel and of
Ethiopia’s past and current rebels. An example is Emperor Tewodros, one of Ethiopia’s
formidable rebels.

On the topic of sugar and electricity shortages, Méllds defends them. He says shortages
are victory signs because they imply goods reaching more people than initially planned. He
does not address the question of the government officials selling sugar and the government

acting as a merchant. This is what he says:

2.4.9 O0C ALTF ADTIA Fhhd 10 09°GaCA@- G OGS oM endPZA: A28 HY 04T @L Mg,
AGOM PINLD- ANC ARIPGA ANOZCT T1£4: U-tvF: N@eRn, MNETS aPm? ANC §2F AAeRovs, 10+
A7 (LOA ARG PIP0 ATICD-PD- ACO-ALC avdavy AAE TP 1< C&ATT @M/t 10 h&1F A PODC
ATt REITIP PO Hot ATC ALTA: APl AT T 8OHA [ ... ]

There is growth in sugar production, yes, the amount we produce has greatly increased, one. We have
stopped exporting sugar, two. This is because we import more sugar. This in turn is because the
farmer who has never before tasted sugar has now tasted sugar. This is a sign of our victory.
There is no fable that suggests if there is development, there will not be sugar shortage. Shortage

invites investments [...]

His response here highlights some important things about how he makes a speech. Méllés
numbers his points so that they are clearly understood by listeners. He also manipulates
emotionally. By saying, ‘he who has not tasted sugar before, the farmer’, he is forcing listeners
to sympathize with Ethiopia’s farmers. After making this sentimental point about non-urban
Ethiopians, he calls it a tdrdt ‘fable’ that Ethiopia would not encounter shortages when
developing. He says shortages encourage investments. But this was the exact point that was
raised by Tdmdsgén; the issue is that investment is getting hijacked by government officials
who are acting as merchants. The investment is not necessarily reaching the larger Ethiopian
public. But Méllds moves on.

The next response goes to Merera. He says,
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2.4.10 FIPUCT TétT (FFaehlet 0110 H4L hd: &G avlé L1t 10 A bS], AL 1T A PTLOAD- PAhAT®
ATEL 10 NNAPA: T4 10+ A9BENTT A28 ANNA ANTFD- APT 040 F D7 havaht Pav@H a1+ hAFo-
PRLFDT 4t faP&M(C o1t 17 PAFD9> @A [Laughter.] e4-0F@<7 havanht (LLAPI°m- FIC
PA@IO:: CLNVFDT 4t ATH ATPE&MC AL9°hs 17 AL APPPUC (AL AANTTIS COHHHOA: 9°7
ANTI° OFIPUCT Tevt aPaLA LY OC PTLLEH W28 U7 TP% L1 [More laughter. Dr. Merera is
also seen laughing here.] 019°9104 PILAF D+ a0 4T NPT LAF @< IC RT1LE0UHNE U-5F ATC OATLTA=

There is a topic raised which concerns quality of education. This was raised by Doctor Merera. He has
suggested that economic development is ‘Hngdra of dreams’. Good. The Americans have a
saying. They say ‘people have the right to have their own opinions but do not have the right to
create their own facts’. [Laughter.] It is okay to state an opinion, that’s no problem. But when
they create facts, especially for a teacher, an educator, that’s disheartening. Perhaps then the low
quality of education is linked to this? [More laughter. Dr. Merera is also seen laughing here.]

Because there might be a link to there being teachers who fail to meet ethical standards.

Multiple rhetorical devices are used in his ironic speech. He repeats the popular saying
which was also used by Merera, ‘Angdra of dreams’. This phrase simply means an
unachievable goal, something that one can only dream of. He then adopts an American saying
about opinions and facts. This saying is presented to the parliament in an Amharic translation.
He then takes this proverb to make a point about teachers and why the Ethiopian education
system is poor today, i.e. since teachers are teaching students baseless opinions as facts. This
is an attack on Merera who is a teacher himself. He is accusing Merera of fabricating facts and
indicating that the failure of the education system is not just to be blamed on the government.
Maillds’s tendentious humor makes us wonder if he is nudging listeners to question Merera’s
ethics as an educator.

Mallds continues.

2.4.11+20207 tPmPTT PTLAD DG ATPEaPSP LH, Hé PNTTID ALLAIP: ACH NACATU- +PMPNOFU- AN
[Laughter.] AUAL PmPm? AATFU- AT O A NETE FRHTAAT

This is not the first time we hear of the ‘we were beaten up’ news. When you have beaten one another

up, [Laughter.] you go ahead and say ‘EPRDF beat us’ — and you’ve been caught doing it too.

Here, Milléds is deflecting from admitting or recognizing that there is a problem that
opposition party members are facing from security forces. He avoids this question by making
a joke and stating that it is not just EPRDF that does this but other political parties themselves
too. The sarcasm here is used as a method of deflection. He is dodging the question while also

letting listeners know that the political parties may not always be honest in their accusations.
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Following this, a second round of questions begins, and Merara speaks. He initially
complains about how the allotted time of two minutes is not enough to respond to Méllds’s
answers. He then makes a few points that cause laughter in the House, one of which is the

following.

2.4.12040 FPVCH AT0HPA A19PI0C AAATFD- ANANTFD AQTTISPTI® W2978 Phs ToI8PT hHUP® 00T P
LAPANGA N19I0C NNFD- hG NHaPATE aPIPYLTT WILIPTT KCAME T 67°CH WP T [Laughter. ]

You have spoken about education and teachers who have ethics and those who lack ethics. Some of my
students are in this parliament and I am sure you know or have reports that I am one of the revered

teachers of today. [Laughter.]

Merera is not responding to the report but rather to the joke Millds made about his role
as an educator. The air of dialogue about the report has been suspended. Merera defends
himself in a joking manner. Culturally, bragging about one’s accomplishments is generally
looked down upon. And so, his confidence in defending himself adds to the humor of his
speech. He also doesn’t just say it but adds that there are other witnesses to this, his students in
parliament and possible reports that Méllds might have. Méllds’s attack is what prompted this
personal response.

Liaggésé then responds to Mallds’s remarks about the IMF.

2.4.13A0F90 ALt DOC (VHPPH PAG DAIP 10+ PAt 2% T1C A7HI° AME@* XHENT Ut ACOTI° CATEEP
NP A7 LTLATPT AYH AS CAACEP AJ-EOthh AANADT LTLATPTT TC hGAI° hAu? hao-
T8 033 ANET AGTPAY: [Laughter. ]

You have suggested that I carefully study the point about the economic development by claiming it was
a ‘twist of the mouth’. Just like you told me to clarify it, together, we should see the numbers the
Ethiopian National Bank and the Ethiopian Statistics Agency gives you as well as the world-wide

figures. [Laughter.]

Laggisd’s response is humorous because of the breach in an accepted order of hierarchy
at the parliament. The phrase, ‘twist of the mouth’, is adopted from bone twisting and indicates
an error or a mistake made when one speaks. By claiming to see the numbers together, he is
speaking to Mallds as though he’d speak to a friend that he just had an argument with. The
conversation has shifted from being about IMF figures and more towards showing confidence
in what one is saying in an act of proving the other wrong.

The next speaker is Tdmésgédn. He says the following and eventually has to be cut off by

the House Speaker for ‘not following the code of conduct of the parliament’.
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2.4.14 K3 ettt AT SONA PTLADT 10+ WIRCAP AAG0FIP: L P71.A@- 1@+ [House Speaker
interrupts to say A +apa17 A1 #°C%t £8:CT and Tdmésgin responds: As9° Sch - +@NL T 014
hé. Mk The Speaker says: 01 #°Co%t 01 #C%T ££:C1 and Tamidsgin continues.] 400 7 AL AT
Prtsd 700 PAPTI® 10 U-AETI° ANIPLD- NANT TOUE £L5 AetmPar(FF 10 PP IP T T4
ATRTI° ROGPAGIC: A (8T LodlLT H94 10C: NA QAT AT BLPrE 1G94 10C:: AA hé 7 Kot
Ld0 T TG 10CE QA TATA LT 1G94 10C: AT%TI° AAPPANI® O8N 48 HP NAT AdPGIC
POFILGA TOE N TMLPP TELD.T havav\d LAP (¢ Athe- 10 LHAT 9274 E®- (- [He is interrupted
by the Speaker, and the platform is given to someone else because Tamédsgin is not following the

proper code of conduct. ]

I used ‘F’ in fiscal. Only because I don’t whistle the word like you do. [House Speaker interrupts to
say: ‘Ato Tamédsgén, be disciplined’ and Tdméasgén responds by saying ‘I, too, am a people’s
representative Honorable House Speaker’. The Speaker says: ‘Discipline, be disciplined’ and
Tamédsgin continues.] You don’t have a fiscal policy and monitory policy; you have united those
out of thirst for power. You have not responded to a single question we asked. I had spoken about
budget deficit. I had spoken about balance of payment. I had spoken about current account deficit.
I had spoken about national debt. You haven’t responded to a single one of these. It is difficult
for us to stoop to your level to speak. When we ask you a question, instead of answering the
question we kill time with useless banter. [He is interrupted by the Speaker, and the platform is

given to someone else because Tamisgin is not following the proper code of conduct. ]

It is obvious that Tdmdsgén is hurt by Méllds’s comment about his English pronunciation
of the word ‘fiscal’. His response is marked with accusations about how Millds doesn’t answer
questions but spends time on useless banter. The House Speaker steps in to stop Tdméasgéin
from being rude (disrespecting House standards of speech) but did not show the same reaction
when Millds was making similar jokes. This sentiment is expressed by Témisgén when he
says, ‘I, too, am a people’s representative’, almost saying he deserves to be treated better than
the way he was responded to by Mallds. The parliament’s code of conduct is itself brought into
question as the House Speaker is seen allowing some members a certain privilege over the
regulations, in this case Maillas.

Tamaésgan uses repetition to stress his point. And he uses words such as atdkara ‘banter’,
to expose what Millds is doing at the parliament. Certainly, it is obvious at this point that
Maillds has successfully redirected the parliament from discussing the performance report, to
disparaging one another. The parliament session had now turned into a show of who can outwit
the Prime Minister. Those who are not entertained by him, like Témésgén, scold him for

wasting their time.
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Bulca returns for one more comment to Millds. Again, his speech is aided with his

gestures, intonations and subtle mimicry of others (particularly of the PM).

2.4.15 A5 NANNCT mPAL TLAEST PIPME PTFD- 11C hdz: AALD- 40T (104D NGAT° APG: LLET° (AL LI
«hB ARAPTAT® AFPAD-: AtPAD NAD* +GD- INCE L% 791G O AIPTANGT AAD-: ALTETSTT
U-0ed° Q@ TAT PLCIN PAT@ TAT A ATLHU ANNLAD- NAD- a1 F @ S AD~ AOTANN AT TALY
LADM\:: W AU-T SIPAD+ F2L7T7 10+ AAVFD+ ATCATII° AATEXLI° T @LTI° A ALAVTD- ToHN I
AOTFO7 RILAPOM: AATIETP: 05 mPAL TLANEC TFO= hATF@O7 PoavAht 148 v-ATTII°
LavANFGA: APTLT 1D R8T PNV DF e HE 2MAM-AT 10+» [Laughter. ]

I have a question I’d like to respectfully ask the Prime Minister. Last year, both internationally and in
Ethiopia, you had said ‘I will not continue. I will stop. I will stop’. This speech has a lot of
implications. Each one of us, everybody, plans ahead; and the fact that the Prime Minister said
that influences people’s thoughts and plans. What [ am saying now is that the Prime Minister has
not stated to the parliament, or the Ethiopian press or his own press why he changed his mind.
He is our Prime Minister. Whatever concerns him concerns all of us. Why has he been unable to

explain this to us; if he is able can he explain this today? [Laughter.]

Millas is put in a problematic spot here. He cannot say he will not respond to the question
and so the idea is to see how the Prime Minister will get out of this situation. In a way, the
parliamentarians are jesting with the Prime Minister. Bul¢a’s question is not a follow up to
Maillds’s response about economic growth. He uses this opportunity to ask another question in
his usual animated way. His whole question is simply, ‘when will Méllds Zenawi resign’ and
‘if Méllds Zenawi has changed his plan of resigning from power, can he tell us why’. And his
slow, deliberate pauses in between his sentences, his fake outrage and his smile all arouse
laughter. What Bulca isn’t saying is of more interest than what he is saying. By tying the Prime
Minister’s plans to the nation’s plans, Bul€a is pleading for Millds to explain what he is
thinking so that people can know the final verdict and move on to planning their lives, if he
will not resign.

Ali is the last person to speak before the second round of questions is over. He reads the
following from a piece of paper quickly, so as not to run out of time. The speed with which he

reads and the seriousness of what he is saying together add to the humor of it.

2.4.16 9°Cemy (tavant &9° AATNELM- 130 977 9°Com, TN @ AS 0TCATT AOAT 1O+ NavavlmT7y
TCAT] 2607 (Bavl(VF Ant PchHT &% AT TCAT M7 NTCATD (&7 #2098 hHOT77
APININT aPTTHTTS Au-t9° OAITT NTNEBLD (AT HC °CR N&-ATFT €2 AT oS T
PIIMERC (oPPS Ty 4P A% DAYGA: +9°2GA [Laughter.] NIC, 044 A ATT4Av- Ao TIRGICT
«@> (ALY 40P KB T FT ARPI° OLy havaelGau- [Laughter.]
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Considering the elections, when we remember the May 2005 elections, we parliamentarians were
elected then. Respecting people’s voices, we joined the parliament and have been serving since.
And now for the upcoming fourth round of elections, we would like to state that out of choice,
we will refrain from competing in the elections. This is a historic choice we are making. We have
learned (our lesson). [Laughter.] Won’t claiming it will win elections and confusing people
simply be like the saying, ‘she washed her hand without knowing if she will eat’? Thank you.
[Laughter.]

There are two notable things in this speech; one is his use of proverbs to show that
EPRDF is bragging about winning elections before the elections are even conducted. The other
is that he sets up his speech as though leading to an obvious conclusion, by saying that members
of his party were elected to parliament and have been serving the people. But he concludes by
saying that they have made a historic decision not to run for re-elections because they’ve
learned from their past. This incongruous joke veils regret at participating in the May 2005
elections. Ali was showing the futility of engaging in elections because of their past experience
as opposition parties, but also in general because he believes there is no point in the elections.
His joke buttresses the serious connotations of this. MPs are aware that elections are
undemocratic, and that engaging in them bears no fruit. However, they still ask questions.

In the end, Milléds gives a few more responses and the 24th regular meeting is finished.

It closes with clapping.
2.6 Conclusion

By observing the parliament, it becomes obvious that the culture of using ¢dwata in speeches
has survived into twenty-first century Ethiopia. Proverbs, idiosyncratic phrases, popular
expressions are all in use by the many parliamentarians. Foreign sayings are also adopted into
speeches, and English words are commonly spoken showing the malleability of the Amharic
language. Examples are the words, ‘democracy’, ‘fiscal’, ‘economy’. Speakers are not always
direct in what they’re saying. This particular assembly does not necessarily represent the peak
of humorous parliamentary debates and discussions, but it shows how notable opposition
members confidently engaged with Méllds Zenawi in parliament. This is a preview into how
vibrant parliamentary debates can be even in non-conducive environments.

The Ethiopian parliament in post-2005 Ethiopia is a space where parliamentarians raise
serious points humorously, to which Millds responds in kind. Though not explicitly stated, the
legitimacy of EPRDF as Ethiopia’s government is itself questioned as well as its economic and
political policies. This particular session is marked with direct questions from MPs regarding

the Prime Minister’s term limits, food and electricity shortages in the capital, development
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issues, and concerns about poor education quality among other points. All speakers are jesting
with Millds in one form or another, playfully letting it be known that most have given up on
democracy in Ethiopia and that be that as it may, the country still deserves answers about
economic and social questions. We observe how seriously parliamentarians pay attention to
what Mallds says in their questions; and that Méllds also listens to them attentively. Each listens
to one another; but Millds ultimately has the power to disparage speakers and ignore their
comments.

We also observe a recognition of a power structure at the parliament. The prime minster
wields a lot of power as even the House Speaker is seen exempting him from codes of conduct
to which others are subjected to. Whenever parliamentarians speak and use humor, there is a
brief reversal of this power structure. Millds Zenawi’s humor in his speeches has certainly
enabled him to be listened to and respected by people. Though he might have been
condescending and often dodging questions, he was listened to because of his wit, humor, and
level of articulation. We also observe him responding kindly to some parliamentarians, and
dismissively to others. And ¢dwata definitely plays a role in this.

Those like Bulc¢a are skilled at performing and are able to present their questions with
gentleness. Bul¢a’s humor is respectful and does not disparage Millds. Millds also seems to
have a soft spot for him. He is seen laughing at Bul¢a’s comments. In this instance, humor
softens the blow of Bulca’s serious criticisms, whereas Tdméasgén and Méllés’s back and forth
are filled with tendentious jokes and this leads to a tense atmosphere. We may conclude that
the issue with Tdmisgén was that unlike Bul€a, he was not interested in Millds’s cawata. As
an economist, he wanted serious answers to his questions; while Bul¢a was almost advising the
Prime Minister. It could be because Bul¢a has served in the emperor’s government, has
experience with other rulers and that he had already accepted he would not be getting serious
answers from Millds. Despite this speculation, in the dialogue between Bul¢a and Millés, there
is an intellectual play where the former resists the latter but not through disparaging humor.
Maillds and Tdmidsgén do not have this patience with one another.

Just like the Prime Minister, most of the speakers use humor for purposes of being
listened to and respected. There are parliamentarians who have seemingly given up on
democracy in Ethiopia. Jokes of those like Merera are defeatist, sarcastic, and ironic. They are
using jokes to show their discontent and contempt, and to highlight the differences in reality
and expectation. They use humor to relieve their worries and to express their hopelessness
about the state of Ethiopia and its political and socio-economic realities. These jokes fall under

the relief theory of humor. Some like Lodétu ask questions without the use of jokes, while
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Millds Zenawi uses jokes to maintain an upper hand, to deflect questions and otherwise to
discipline some critical members. His jokes fall under the disparaging theory of humor.

Furthermore, from the onset, the ratification of the constitution leads to a general
similarity between Millds, Mingoétu and Haylid Sollase. None appears to have taken
democracy seriously. And despite Mélléds’s speech during the assembly that shows his hopes
of finally ratifying a constitution democratically, Saldga Admase’s queries are indicative of a
disregard to people’s opinions. Through the humorous jokes and questions discussed in this
chapter, we can conclude that all three rulers used the constitution and parliament for the
purpose of consolidating personal power in Ethiopia. And all three, as Ethiopians who use
Ambharic, also used wit and humor in their speeches, albeit differently.

The chapter has also showed that there are individuals who claimed responsibility and
spoke boldly, at times even delimiting the purpose and role of the government. The absolutism
of Ethiopia’s rulers does not prevent responsible representatives from speaking up. And humor
allows for a soft and indirect way of stating these opinions.

Considering the rulers, there are a few things that distinguish Millds from his
predecessors. Unlike the emperor and Méngastu, Mallds was greatly admired for his public
speaking skills and is still remembered for his ¢dwata. He does not present long speeches like
Mingastu, and he does not hold himself to imperial standards when speaking, i.e. he uses
¢dwata in public. He also avoids vulgar and uncouth sayings, again, unlike Méngastu. Part of
the respectability Méllds still holds is due to his quick wit, and ability to appear more intelligent
by teasing, making jokes, and mocking people at the parliament. Therefore, the parliament can
also be seen as a space of consolidating personal respectability. This explains why members
get upset when mocked by the Prime Minister as these sessions were televised, and the public
was watching. Méngastu and Méllds use humor out of frustration and for sake of disparaging
others, respectively. In the case of Méngostu, he is tied down with internal and external war,
and has little peace in the country he is administering. His speeches show how troubled he is.
Maillds on the other hand is the ruler supreme of Ethiopia and he uses humor to demonstrate
his power. Céwata is used in all these different ways.

In conclusion, as was Messay Kebede’s concern, the questions raised at the parliament
show that Ethiopia has not yet modernized; neither politically nor economically. Takla
Hawaryat’s hopes of Ethiopians electing their rulers has also not yet been achieved. Sky-
rocketing prices for food and basic living necessities, low living standards, poor quality of
education, the government’s rhetoric of development, and poverty, are topics that are raised by

representatives. Parliamentarians are seen attempting to hold the government responsible by
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demanding answers from the EPRDF. And though Millds’ wit and humor may have allowed
him to answer some and avoid most of these questions, they are repeated in other spaces. These
themes and topics of discussion are recurrent in the following chapters. The next chapter
presents how the urban arts community uses humor in contemporary Ethiopia, and how these

exact points raised by the parliamentarians are also raised elsewhere.
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Chapter Three: Theatre as Ciwata
3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter dealt with parliamentary debates and discussions by Ethiopia’s political
elite and the value of humor in that sphere. The art of being skilled in the manipulation of verbs
and having an excellent grasp of Amharic grammar allows leaders to get some validation as
competent heads of state. The ability to conceal meaning as well as entertain have social capital.
It is why Maillds Zenawi was admired as a great orator and his successor Hayld Maryam
Dissaldfi scorned for his inability ‘to at least entertain’.>*! This chapter investigates if Addis
Abiba’s artistic space is also dictated by attention to language and cdwata.

The Ethiopian author and poet Solomon Deressa writes in his essay ‘Letter from Addis
Ababa’ of the embarrassing position censors and critics of Amharic literature were facing in
Emperor Hayli Sollase’s time. He says they were unable to tell “what did who mean and what
is who reading into what?’, attributing the confusion to ‘the mainstay of traditional Amharic
literary technique, double-entendre and intricate symbolism’.3*> Though Solomon mentions
this as an embarrassing occurrence, this chapter attempts to show how this intricate symbolism
and Amharic’s literary techniques allow urban Ethiopians to dodge political censorship while
presenting social and political critique in their artistic productions.

The arts in general and the play in particular has since its inception been a tool of
discussing and proposing nuanced considerations of public matters in Ethiopia. In a rigorously
democratic culture of administration, artists are called upon not simply to act as vanguards of
a certain opinion, or to be moral and ethical guides. ‘Artists work at a societally constituted site
[is] where exploration, presentation, and creative interpretation make all the difference’3** and
where ‘it would become apparent that society as a whole benefits from having trained and
gifted practitioners who explore, interpret, and present nuances in culture and society’.34*

This chapter studies the use of humor in a selected theatrical production, Af% &.710:
b0\ Ayyayyu Fingds: Festalen ‘Hyyayyu Fingds: My Plastic Bag’, and how it portrays the
lives of urban Ethiopians. It investigates the play’s jokes to explore and interpret socio-political
realities while studying what role artists have in the capital city today, and how humor aids

their productions.

34! Informant A 2018.

342 Solomon Deressa 1969, 2, 62.
343 Zuidervaart 2011, 225.

344 Ibid., 254.
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3.1.1 Method

This investigation draws from a range of data collected in Addis Abédba from 2018 until 2020.
These include interviews with the actor of the play Ayyayyu Féingds. Festalen, and the director
of the National Theatre of Ethiopia as well as other individuals informative about the urban
arts scene. It also draws from historical records and books about the introduction of a European
style play in Ethiopia in the twentieth century and its development afterwards. It looks at rulers
of modern Ethiopia and their relationship with the theatrical arts. This historical investigation
is useful in the analysis of the features of the popular plays of contemporary Ethiopia.
Following the historical investigation is a presentation of the play Hyyayyu Fingds: Festalen.
It was first transcribed after repeated attendances at the theatre house in Addis Abéba in 2018.
The data analysis and the discussion about the play are based on this transcription. In addition
to this, for complementary data relating to theatrical performances and videos, YouTube and

similar search engines were used to locate audio-visual materials.
3.1.2 Ayyayyu Fingis: Festalen

The play that is selected for investigation is the comic tragedy one-man play Hyyayyu Fdingds:
Festalen. Ayyayyu Fdngds began showing in Addis Abdba in March 2014. It was first staged
nine years after the May 2005 elections. At its conception, it was designed to be performed as
single episodic twenty-five to thirty minute long shows. These were performed at Addis
Abiba’s poetic-jazz event held at Ras Hotel on the first Wednesday of each month. The show
is comprised of jokes on various topics pertaining to the economic and political life of urban
Ethiopians. Heavily leaning on philosophical discussions of the character’s tragic life, it was
also a show of exhaustive social critique.

Contemporary Ethiopia, unlike pre-EPRDF Ethiopia, does not depend heavily on theatre
as a major source of entertainment because other forms of entertainment are readily available.
New media platforms such as blogs and social media, online websites where books,
newspapers, magazines as well as music and movies are easily accessible, as well as television
and radio programs all swamp the entertainment sector. Zyyayyu Féngds grew into a play after
its popularity encouraged both the playwright and the actor. The actor of the play, Gerum
Zianndbd, says the following about it: ‘for a 6 pm show, people started lining up outside Ras

Hotel at noon, so we thought Hdyyayyu could be larger than just his half hour-long
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performances’.3* Festalen ‘my plastic bag’ is what the theatrical production of Hyyayyu
Fingds was called.

Hyyayyu Fingds was able to complete twenty-eight individual episodes, each with its
own separate theme, since its first performance in 2014. And the play Festalen came into being
thirteen episodes later. Festalen was first performed after the 2015 elections. Because the short
episodes came with a lot of heavy political jokes as well, Gorum and the playwright Bérikat
Bélayndh had to wait a few months after the elections to officially open the play for public
viewing.**¢ Since then, and until September 2018, Festalen boasted over 220 performances in
Addis Abéba alone, and over 251 performances internationally.**” The difference between the
episodes and the theatrical production is that the content and basic structure of the play Festalen
never change, whereas the contents of the Ayyayyu Fdingds episodes are seminal and topical.
The link between the episodes and the play is the main character, Hyyayyu, and the other
characters belonging in his world.

Festalen engages critically with topics such as social hyper-consumerism, and its effects
on cultural values, presenting plays as forces that attempt to redirect society.>*® And though
Festalen’s jokes are moralist in nature, the general humor is dark. Most of the jokes represent
an oblique reality of life in Addis Abdba. They are also tendentious,*** and aimed at belittling,
scoffing at or making fun of the urban Ethiopian and politicians alike. In general, Festalen’s
jokes fall into the relief and disparaging theories of humor.

This chapter will analyze selected jokes from the play to study humor as a tool of
criticizing society. It will also demonstrate some features of urban spoken Ambharic to see if

there are major digressions from Amharic proper.>>°
3.1.3 Precedents: humorous creative productions

There are notable books and theatrical productions with ¢dwata from Ethiopia’s early modern
period. Books like Zinndb’s ao&hd. anPF 9% ®avA® Mishafi Ciwata Sagawi Wi

Moanfasawi, ‘Book of Play: Secular and Religious’ are experimentations of using humor to

345 Gorum Zinnibi 2018 (interview).
346 1d.

37 1d.

348 Zuidervaart 2011, 207.

349 Freud 2013, 127.

350 Textbook Ambharic is what is referred to as Amharic proper.
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teach moral lessons. This book was first written in 1857 EC.*3! The author uses ¢dwata to
dictate moral and strictly religious values. It is a short work of religious dogmas infused with
humorous and philosophical word play.

The book is divided into two sections; the first part contains jokes on non-theological
aspects of life and the second is comprised of humor in the service of teaching about

Christianity. In the first section of the book are jokes like the following:

R N70Ct P10+ 2030 2ThAN (L ACHTT PmOL7T hét AD® AT DLIPLC PNC
ATCAU- (LA § @M APATU- AS T 001887 9°7 FmboIaTFu =

If they say, ‘why does garlic smell bad?’, garlic — knowing its nature — tried to bury

himself in the soil, but you force him to emerge [and show his nature].***

The second part contains seemingly sarcastic but religiously reinforcing cdwata, as

follows:

ATMANDC 4.6 10+ 2 NINEAD ABT Ah P NAY FHIPLY § (e (AL, P77

God is a coward; He sent His Son to slowly be related with us because we were being

unkind to Him, and He made amends with us through His Son,**?

AL QU8 PA aophng® 108, PATP PHAGATP IO NG NC A7

There isn’t a merchant as great as Judah, he sold us eternal food for 30 Birr.>>*

Zannidb also attempted to define what laughter is by suggesting a meaning:
L0 AP 1D

It is the roof of happiness.**

The book is remarkable for being the earliest example of a humorous creative piece of
writing. This book, and the witty scholar Aldga Gébra Hanna form the bulk of what is recorded
(orally and in written form) as ¢d@wata of the intellectuals of nineteenth century Ethiopia.

In the twentieth century, Ethiopia witnesses the production of comedic plays that were
written for the purpose of teaching morals, discipline and as guides towards modernity. 40-A

PAD-GPT et (Fabula — Yi Awrewodc Tirdt, ‘Fabels — Fables of Animals’) is acclaimed as

331 Zanndb 1932/1933.
332 Ibid., 11.

333 Ibid., 22.

33 Ibid., 25

3% Ibid., 6.
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the first Ethiopian modern play.>>® Fabula was first written by Taklad Hawaryat Takld Maryam
to teach Lag lyyasu responsibility and was later made into a play during the reign of Empress
Zawditu.

Aboneh Ashagrie writes that Fabula which was ‘staged in 1920-21 had criticism against
[Zawditu] to which the queen banned theatre until the end of her reign’.*>” This is contrary to
what Tékla Hawaryat himself has written on the first page of the second edition of Fabula, that
it was written for the purposes of teaching Lag Iyyasu manners.>>® For Tékla Hawaryat,
theatre’s main goal was to ‘correct and return people from their mistakes’.>>° Notably, his play
is a comedy written in poetry format, divided into acts and scenes.

Theatre continued to be used as a didactic, propagandist, and a moral as well as religious
guide through the first half of the twentieth century with a few experimental plays making it to
the scene. During Emperor Hayli Sollase’s reign, intellectuals developed the art in an attempt
to educate the populace about the need for education, for modernization and economic
development.®%® It was essentially used as a means of educating and relaying the hopes and
aspirations of educated Ethiopians. The next section gives an overview of what the inception
and growth of theatre in Ethiopia looked like.

3.2 Background: Theatre in Ethiopian history

3.2.1 Inception: Theatre as modernization

At its inception, theatre was a site used for instructive purposes in Ethiopia. And it remained
the sole means of popular entertainment until the advent and expansion of radio, television,

cinema entertainment, and later new media. Theatre’s role in shaping, questioning, analyzing

361

and presenting public and popular’®’ concerns and customs was immense. Aboneh Ashagrie

356 Molvaer writes the following about the author T#kli Hawaryat: ‘he possibly wrote the first play known
to have been written in Amharic’ (Molvaer 1997, 48).

357 Aboneh Ashagrie 1996, 24, 32-33.

358 Tikld Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1921/1922, 1.

339 Yohannas Admasu 2012/2013, 57-58.

360 Zerihun Birehanu Sira 2013.

361 Popular here means social. The word is derived from Mathew Arnold’s discussion of the ‘Populace’.
However, while Matthew Arnold used the term to denote a group that is considered ‘uncultured’ in the standards
of nineteenth-century England, this paper uses the word to mean popular, of majority, and non-elite. Refer to the

volume edited by Storey, Williams 2009, 6-12, 495-630.
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says, ‘[e]ver since its emergence in Ethiopia, theatre to the utmost has been raising socio-
economic and political issues, thereby rendering partisanship to popular causes’.>%

It does remain unclear if staged theatrical productions could have existed in pre-
nineteenth-century Ethiopia. There are indications of theatrical performances such as the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church liturgy services, the military processions during banquets, as well
as the traditional road-side court spectacles to mention a few. The writer and poet Yohannas

Admasu writes:

AL P MHAN PNARKT P71°C 299 PCO ATBADS NMORI° ANMAT ATL9LLL ALmMlmCIP:
OFS7A aIRETF DT hHE NPAL R PF N 0F70P LT NBD-O-ES (A191CP° LAD-
h& s Foed (0760 (AT 099,30 1m-:

It is undoubted that Ethiopians have had a well-developed spoken word drama
tradition and that [people] carefully observe [one’s] expressions. People are known

to use jokes and ¢dwata in small neighbourhoods and it is clearly visible the high

level of oratory skills in [all sorts of] employment.**?

Yohannas adds, «tfPE7 P9.A07 PA AAP NAT DAL W& A ATPNMT AdPANF@- P+l a0t
RILTLNFAD- 103 FPPCT ([...] BATCT) T 1P PP LT Al 084 PPN P AT +4T
othtq @t=» ‘Theatre exists in the dictionary of Kidand Wéld Kofle with the following
definition: the house of laughter and playfulness, a house of sayings, proverbs, plays, and
lies’.%* A historical look at early Ethiopian theatre shows the lack of a strict performative
structure. Jane Plastow comments that in Emperor Hayld Sollase’s time, ‘early plays stage
directions are often indistinguishable from the dramatic script, many are in verse form, and
some, [...] were simply unperformable’.3®> What was crucial to early performances was not the
stage direction, or the presentation of the plays, but rather the ideas that were meant to reach
the audience. The early Ethiopian play provided space for writers and for the few educated®¢®
to express their ideas and present moralistic guidance. And Fabula set the structure of what a

play should look like in Ethiopia.

362 Aboneh Ashagrie 1996, 24, 32.

3% Ibid., 55.

364 Yohannas Admasu 2012/2013, 53.

365 Plastow 1996, 198.

366 Educated to mean both traditional-school educated, as well as modern-school educated, and those that

were socio-politically influential.
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Tékla Hawaryat was invited to watch one of the first staged productions of the country,
or a ¢dwata, at Teras Hotel upon invitation by the director of the Addis Abéba municipality at

the time, Horuy Wilda Sollase. Tikld Hawaryat writes the following about this first attempt:

PEOTC PO 71477 NHEL N&t AAHEaPLI° NGk AAHY ABI° ALTIaP4T ATI0T Fird
2o 11C A7 h4G HaPPu- AHTIGPT HEPT O72FI° A ATFI° HANNND- AF° a7 he-C
AParE (LHE'RS (LRSS APU: PAR: AL ANTAL N9°F AR A28 +avs. ARE AAINCLIO Y
AU £19° PAHERP hHAN (19°7 ARTH ML AAM: h7LTL.av4- APU-S POAND-T AHT v LB
APeC TIPS ANLAL aPPFY £TLHLO - TN 0800 A7 SE0TC e PI ATPAN LUA
ATINGG T Aav Ty

Theatre had not been staged in our country before then. So I went to see how it would
look like, but I was embarrassed. I saw musicians, men and women alike together
singing, playing and dancing to the atamo, mdsdnqo, karar. Have I not seen how Lag
Hyyasu was raised? And now I witnessed how the Ethiopian people are going to be

led to modernization and I became really sad. I decided it was necessary to straighten

the road and immediately wished to prepare a play to be used as an example.*®’

It was his disappointment at watching both male and female musicians on stage which in
part motivated him to write the play Fabula. And since Takld Hawaryat had watched how
carelessly Lag lyyasu acted, surrounded by entertainers and nobody to guide him properly, he
was similarly concerned about the lack of discipline in the first attempt of a staged play. This
concern stems from his belief that theatre should be used in educating Ethiopians a host of
different lessons. Holding the European model as an archetype, he felt the play was crucial to

show Ethiopians the correct way towards modernization.
3.2.2 Growth of theatre

Tékla Hawaryat’s Fabula play was first staged at Teras Hotel and it was censored immediately
afterwards. From the 3000 copies that were printed, all were taken by Lag Mikv¥dnnon
Hndalkaé¢aw save the three hundred left with the playwright.%® After this, according to a
lecturer of Theatre at Addis Ababa University Dafifie Abbéba, plays were not staged for six

367 Tikld Hawaryat Tdkld Maryam 1921/1922, 3-4.

3% Dafifie Abbiba 2019, 269-270.
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years until those like Qdri geta Yoftahe Noguse®®’

at Monilok IT school in July 1927.37°

started hosting plays performed by students

However, the newspaper Barhananna Silam says the following:

NEB Ptet Ao~ 60T 910 NFAST Hhed B9°C hav-, FI0H UBA L0 07,007 an P (A~Co% T
P10 AP (LoBD+E ATIPT AH AQ ANAN: FRPFEP +A5e+a emAd INCSE P9
P99 P heTHRDE AQTT LA PAT BavCs [ ] A1 LA aPFI° (v, FINH UEA
CNG - T PRCON

On Sunday February 28, 1926 evening starting at 9:30 many people gathered at Muse
Glez Hotel to watch a pleasant play (¢dwata). The actors, having been prepared,
entertained the gathered people very well. [...] Such plays are hosted at Muse Glez
Hotel on Wednesday and Sunday evenings.*”!

The hotels and non-traditional schools of Addis Abéba fostered an environment where
Fabula-esque plays continued to be performed and staged. Theatre slowly developed in the
already present modern infrastructure of the time. These included the modern Ethiopian schools
and hotels of early twentieth century and were complemented by the construction of the Hagér
Fogor Theatre, the Haile Selassie I Theatre (the later Boherawi (National) Theatre) and the
Mizzédgaga (Municipality) Theatre in Addis Abdba.3"?

By the 1930s, plays of the prominent playwright known for his patriotic and educational
plays, Qdri geta Yoftahe Noguse, show a move from unperformable to directed stage
performances with accompanying folk music, dialogue among several characters and an
organized story narration divided by scenes. For example, Yoftahe’s A4&0"% Affaggison
“You’ve made me fight with others’ was written to instill patriotism in Ethiopians in regard to
the Italian invasion. It was written while Yoftahe was in exile in the Sudan during the Italian
occupation of Ethiopia. It is among the patriotic and propagandist theatre pieces that were

staged after the occupation. This play also engages with themes of development, modernization

3% Qiifi geta Yoftahe Noguse is the renowned Ethiopian playwright, and poet (bald-gane) whose fame in
the history of Ethiopian theatre is only rivaled by Fitawrari Takla Hawaryat alone. He was an Ambharic teacher at
Monilok IT and Tafari Makvannon schools, and later served as director of Qaddus Giyorgis school prior to the
Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. He has written several plays. Fantahun Hngada 2008, 627-628.

370 Dafifie Abbibi 2019, 270.

371 Anon. 1926, 9, 71.

372 Zerihun Birehanu Sira 2019.
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and how best to approach these for the sake of maintaining sovereignty.’’”> Themes that still
pre-occupy the arts today.

Later, in the 1950s and 1960s, playwrights such as Tsegaye Gebre Medhin®’* and
Mengistu Lemma*’> dominated the theatres. Mengistu’s $AF 20F Yalacca Gabadca ‘Marriage
of Unequals’ is an example of a comedic play questioning Ethiopian cultural and social
structures. It includes topics of women rights, the place of housemaids in the household and
problems with aristocratic ways of classifying people. Such theatrical works were

predominantly attentive to the spoken word. Plastow writes:

Performance was not what was important. These plays were literary exercises in the
didactic tradition of church writing by a generation who were experimenting with

modern imported literary forms, but who saw them as both an extension of church

writing and a new way of developing traditionally highly valued rhetorical skills.*’®

The notable change in Ethiopian theatre from the days of Tdkld Hawaryat to Tsegaye
Gebre Medhin and Mengistu Lemma would be the shift from characters that focus on the royal
to the ordinary. According to Plastow, this was in many ways thanks to Tsegaye Gebre Medhin.

She says, the ‘greatest single innovation of Tsegaye’s work was the placing of ordinary people

373 Central to the play is the discussion about an offer provided by three individuals representing Italy.
They proposed to help develop Ethiopia. The characters then discuss this proposal by arguing that what they have
offered is to destroy things that Ethiopians had built. They agree not to accept the offer or to sign the contract the
Italians brought. What the character who plays a priest says sums it up: M&9° ACO €OI° PO DFLCI° HIF WTL
AOVPFTT RITCAT RIOI° AHAD: d1eF@D- GOFTFPA M16F@0- 04 1@+ ‘Farmers will farm, priests will pray and
celebrate, soldiers will march, and we will live as our fathers lived. Their country should be enough for them; it
is wide enough’. Anon. 1965, 20.

374 Tsegaye Gebre Medhin is a prominent playwright and poet of twentieth century Ethiopia. He has dozens
of plays, translations and original works alike. He is also remembered for his anthology Adt @& ANO Hsat wdy
abdba ‘Fire or Flower’. Fantahun ngada 2008, 720.

375 Mengistu Lemma is an author, poet, playwright, translator and painter contemporary of Tsegaye Gebre-
Medhin whose satirical poetry are among the most memorable. An example is 04 AGNC NA“L60 Bassa Asdbar bd
Amerika ‘BasSa Asdbar in America’. His works range from plays to anthologies. He is also remembered for a
historical book prepared from a personal dialogue with his father, Aldga Ladmma. Fantahun dngada 2008, 114—
117. This book is a fount of humorous tales, anecdotal references and stories about Ethiopia’s modern emperors,
the church scholars of the day and other Ethiopians in his father’s life. Mangastu Laimma 2010/2011.

376 Plastow 1996, 198.
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at the centre of many of his plays’.>”” The shift in attention is important to note as the play in
discussion in the coming sections of this chapter revolves mostly around the lives of ordinary
Ethiopians. Tsegaye was given the 1967/68 award for showing the ups and downs of the public
in his plays from the Emperor Hayli Sollase I awards company.?”8

In addition, the emperor’s period was encouraging for the development of theatre in
Ethiopia. An example is the case of the renowned playwright Tédsfaye Géssédsd, who would
work tirelessly for the growth of theatre in Addis Abéba and beyond.*” Tisfaye was a law
student while at the University College of Addis Abdba when during his fourth year he
performed on stage with Emperor Hayli Sollase present. The emperor was impressed —so much
so that Tésfaye was invited to the palace, given a hand watch and told by the vice minister of
education that ‘the Emperor wanted him to “study theatre” and offered to send him abroad for

> 380

this purpose’.
3.2.3 Dirg and EPRDF

An experimental phase of Ethiopian theatre blossomed during the transition period from the
emperor’s rule to the Didrg. Initially, following the 1974 revolution, the elite used plays to
discuss potential roads the Ethiopian political landscape could take.*3! Theatre was the space
that allowed participation from the intellectuals. This period of freedom fostered the emergence
of experimental plays. Since it was immediately unclear what sort of political ideology the new
leadership would pursue, political, ideological and experimental plays came to the fore.
Plastow argues that there were experimentations in style, ranging from the ‘first musicals, [...]
to those investigating alternative political systems, to Tasfaye Géssdsd’s absurdist Zgaw ‘The
Thing’, and epics on the beginnings of revolution, such as Tsegaye’s Ha Hu Bd Sadast Wiir
‘ABC in Six Months’* 382

377 Plastow 1996, 96.

378 Bdrihun Kébbéadd 2000, 540.

379 Tdsfaye Gissdsi is a prominent playwright, poet, author, and director of the Haile Selassie 1 Theatre
until later he started running the Haile Selassie I University’s Creative Arts Center where he directed plays, formed
Orchestra Ethiopia and a yearly International Film Festival. Sebhat Gebre Egziabher 1969, 19-21. Also refer to
Molvaer 1997, 224-254.

380 Molvaer 1997, 229.

381 Molvaer 1997, 149.

382 Refer to Jane Plastow’s wide discussion on Dirg period theatre. Plastow 1996, 144-163.
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Once it consolidated power, the Dirg maintained control and influence over the
flourishing of theatre and the styles, forms and contents of plays. This is not unlike the
emperor’s time.*** The emperor himself regulated the content of staged plays.*3* Under the
Dirg, though theatre fell into state hands as a propaganda tool, it was still the main source of
entertainment in Addis Abdba. The opening of the Department of Theatre Arts®®® at the Addis
Ababa University, the construction of Ras Theatre in addition to the three theatre houses built
during the emperor’s time,**¢ and the beginning of the kindt ‘arts’ groups are among some of
the developments of the Darg period. The kindt groups were an ensemble of performers often
performing the various cultural music of Ethiopia and some sketches.*®” The playwright
Tésfayye Géssdsd had wanted to create similar theatre groups in other parts of the country too,
initiating the creation of the Lalibdla, Bahor Dar and Gondér theatre groups.®® Kindt groups
often performed at local gdbdle centres, making them locally accessible sources of
entertainment.

Since propaganda restricts imagination temporarily but does not destroy it, playwrights
found ways to escape direct censorship by turning to social comedy and staging foreign
translations.’® Relaying opinions about political reform and focusing on the lives of ordinary
people allowed comedy to become the chosen tool for playwrights expressing political and
socio-cultural criticism.**°

In post-Dérg Ethiopia, several factors significantly minimized the role of theatre from
being the main space for public discourse. One was that while the Darg used the arts and
particulary theatre for its own propaganda use, like other totalitarian regimes, the EPRDF did
not necessarily encourage the use of plays and theatrical performances for its purposes. This

could be as a result of one major transformation in the city. Though two more theatre houses

383 Plastow 1996, 100.

384 1bid., 198.

385 For a discussion of the relationship between the Dirg and the University, and the way the department
contributed to the growth of theatre, refer to Plastow 199, 212-224.

386 Yonas Hailemeskel 2005.

387 Zerihun Birehanu Sira 2019.

388 Molvaer 1997, 241-242.

389 Plastow 1996, 230.

39 Aron Yeshitila 2010.
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were built, the Mega Amphi-Theatre and the Children and Youth Theatre,*! the period had

2 as well as

newspapers and print media flourishing at the beginning of EPRDF years,*
broadcast entertainment via television and radio which were becoming increasingly accessible
in people’s households. Several amateurish television and radio dramas, comedic skits and
sketches reached the public via these broadcast mechanisms.*® The advent of the CD player in
the 1980s also meant that several dramas were being produced independently from the state
broadcasters or from already established playwrights, though they were mostly video

recordings of on-stage performances.’”*

Among the notable comedy sketch-artists and
performers as well as producers of the early period of the EPRDF are Aldbbaccdw Tiakka,
Lomaénoh Tadddsd, Angodazér Ndgga, and the duo Dardgga and Habte. These performers would
perform on stage but also have their performances recorded and distributed commercially
through CDs.

Until 2005, performance artists enjoyed relative autonomy and Addis Abédba witnessed a
rise in artistic experimentation. Plastow has remarked on the weary approach of playwrights at
this time. She argues that there was a culture of self-censorship concerning politics by writers
given the ‘experience of the [Dirg] and the enormous suspicion of the new government’.3%>
However, the entertainment sector of pre-2005 Ethiopia was politically and experimentally
vibrant. Musicians flirted with modern®*® music productions and theatre houses became venues
of comedic sketches and stand-up comedies. There was room for artists to experiment with
themes and concepts that did not focus solely on the political or the moral.

An example of experimental and non-didactic stage production is the group effort titled
Pren®r PAST Yiticdggonu Qdldo¢ ‘Repressed Jokes’. This was a collection of comedy
performances including stand-up comedy acts recorded from the National Theatre and

distributed via cassettes and CDs. Its performers were critical of the EPRDF government, but

391 Aron Yeshitila 2010.

392 Tigab Bezie 2012.

393 Thomas 2018, 16.

34 1bid., 15.

395 Plastow 1996, 230.

396 Modern here is used to refer to sexually explicit music video productions that young artists were
experimenting with during this time. An example is the rapper Samvod. A YouTube link is provided in appendix

B.
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also experimented with styles and ideas venturing out to even satirize most respected
individuals of the urban public life.

A notable sketch is the pastiche version of A0Q +04% Abbabba Tisfayye Father
Téstayye’. Abbabba Tésfayye was a story telling character played by the towering figure of
Ethiopian performance arts, the actor Tésfayye Sahlu. He was a TV sensation that was aired
every Saturday and Sunday on the national television as part of an hour-long children’s
program called PAZT LH Yiloggodc Gize ‘Children’s Time’. Abbabba Tisfayye narrated fdrqit
or ‘fables’ usually based on folk-tales and mostly with anthropomorphic animals as characters.
Lions, monkeys, foxes, turtles, tigers, and birds appeared in these stories.>*” He was also known
for hosting children on TV with him. Abbabba Tisfayye was single-handedly the most
respected children’s moral guide for three generations of Ethiopians, revered as observed in
the way children watching his show would rise from their seats when Abbabba Tésfayye came
on screen and wait standing until he allowed them to take their seats.

Yatdc¢dqqonu Qdldoc contains a critical performance of Abbabba Tésfayye’s show. The
sketch performed at the National Theatre was played by a young girl who narrated a story
replaying both Abbabba Tisfayye and a young boy from the Cirqos neighbourhood of Addis
Abiba. It is one of the poorest neighbourhoods of the capital city. This young boy from Cirqos
is called H4- HYON Zafu Zdnbdl. The name means ‘a tree which is not growing straight’,
allegorically implying a child who is not being raised correctly. The on-stage conversation
between Zafu Zanbil and Abbabba Tasfayye goes as follows:

00 T0§f: T NI°Y 977 1@0-?

H4« H30A: HS« HZOAE AF°TLD- 033 OC 033 OC

ANA F04e: ANMI° T4 Hé: Alvt: AhIST I°7 SHY aPPHYA?
H$ HA0A: AhISTH? [...] ems0,

ANA T4%: ANI° L1CTT0:: 907 Thy HE? A28 T AhIGT ebs(l QAT T1C a6 AL.LATP A78,7
A et FeT WISPAT HATY

Hé$- H20A: (opens his eyes widely nods his head and says) ¢ et ha™
ANA H04%: A0t APCNAT

H4- H0A\: +éot et

A0Q +048: PAT° (14t

Hé- HA0A: V& &TCHC 00A Net

397 This is just like Fabula: the characters seem to have similarities: the fox is witty, the lion is brave, the

monkey is cunning.
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Abbabba Tésfayye: What is your name?
Zafu Zanbil: Zafu Zanbal. I study with Yéneta®”®

Abbabba Tasfayye: Wonderful Zafu. So, what have you brought with you for the
children?

Zafu Zanbdl: For the children? A blade.

Abbabba Tiasfayye: This is woeful. What is wrong, Zafu? How could you bring a
blade for kids? Children are not meant to be around sharp items. Don’t you have
fables, stories, songs or riddles?

Zafu Zinbal: (opens his eyes widely nods his head and says) I have stories.
Abbabba Tiasfayye: Present it to us.

Zafu Zianbal: Stories

Abbabba Tisfayye: Cow-shed™”

Zafu Zinbil: May your (2nd person respect form) stomach be opened with hot iron*

This is among the few mild jokes of this particular comedy-act, with more jokes with
sexual content and obscene remarks made by the child. The acting is completely removed in
the script transcription of the joke, and this takes away the movements of Zafu Zénbél as seen
on the stage. He appears to be swaying from one foot to the other, unable to sit still, is fidgety
and demonstrates his words with his body, much like any child. But even this is unique to Zafu
Zinbdl because children who appear on Abbabba Téstayye’s shows are unusually still,
unmoving, and obedient in their answers.

Zafu Zinbil’s character was made to be from Cirqos because of the popular belief that
Cirqos children are undisciplined, vulgar, and raised without proper parental guidance. In the
jokes, it is assumed that young Cérqos children would pick up swear words and speak
disrespectfully to older people — which are all things looked down upon. As a result, Zafu
Zinbidl was a serious criticism to the children’s show. Abbabba Téstayye’s weekly shows
present a group of strictly disciplined children. In fact, it is a popular point of joke today to
suggest that someone was once on Abbabba Tasfayye’s show if they act in a stringently moral

way in their daily interactions. The children who appear on his show might not necessarily be

398 This is a name given to a priest who teaches.

399 Amharic children’s stories begin by the storyteller saying, ¢4 ¢4 tirdt tirdit and the listeners
responding by saying ?A9° (&t ydlam bdrdt at times with variations, such as eaow et ydamdsdrdt. The word ydlam
bdrdt means cowshed and ydmadsdrdt means belonging to someone called Mésérét. This dialogical exercise is
always repeated before stories are narrated.

409 The YouTube source for this is found in appendix B.
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as quiet and obedient as they appear on television. The re-make plays on the fact that Abbabba
Tésfayye’s program upholds a strict disciplinary attitude, often making children act
unnaturally. It also criticizes the program for not presenting children with lives and
backgrounds like Zafu Zanbal. Zafu Zanbéal was not meant to mock Abbabba Tisfayye, but to
highlight that children are not necessarily like they appear on the program and to present a
dramatized and exaggerated example of how children with various backgrounds may act when
allowed to be themselves.

Besides such performances that challenged socially respected individuals, Ydtdcdggonu
Qdldoc¢ also included political jokes. These varied in nature. At times they relied heavily on
the linguistic errors, mispronunciations and grammatical errors Ethiopia’s new rulers (the
TPLF led EPRDF) made while speaking Ambharic, and other times they were critical of the
ability of Ethiopia’s new rulers to rule the country. There were several jokes about Eritrea’s
leaders too, as the jokes were performed at a time when Ethio-Eritrean relations were hot topics
of the day.

One political joke played on the public assumption that most of the guerrilla fighters of
the TPLF were uneducated and had to enroll in schools upon entering the capital city in 1991.
This joke was performed by a man who was acting both as #9& fagay ‘guerrilla warrior’ and
A0tT¢6 astimari ‘teacher’. The teacher is teaching mathematics:

Alvieid: 23 A 19 h3 AL 9 oo AATTFTA -t ALY

A0L: PRI HM'Y hANLCI® NAQ A7 H?

Alvto16: he 1%

A28 (interrupts the teacher angrily) AANLCI° han!

Teacher: 23 minus 19... Since we cannot subtract 9 from 3, we will borrow from 2.
Guerrilla fighters: Oy! what if nine refuses to lend?’

Teacher: ‘No, my dear sir...’

Guerrilla fighter: (interrupts the teacher angrily) What if it refuses to lend!

This is a presentation of TPLF’s soldiers as obstinate men who refuse to accept simple
mathematical logic. The joke is a disparaging joke belittling the guerrilla fighters.

In both cases of jokes from Ydtdcdgqonu Qdldo¢, what we have are stereotypes of
different groups of people being re-enforced, and artists experimenting with satire. The
political joke belittles TPLF fighters, thinly concealing some sort of contempt for the political
group even before 2005. The social joke publicly reveals a fault with Abbabba Tisfayye’s

children program.
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It was not long before the actors were persecuted,*! and the CD that sold their jokes was
taken off market. The only testimony to Ydtdcdqgonu Qdldoc’s existence is some of the play’s
presence online on YouTube and in some video shops across Addis Abédba. The most notable
thing about this production was its break from the traditional, didactic and moralist
performances of staged plays.

After 2005, the political shake-up that followed the May elections changed the form of
the artistic productions of the city. On the performative arts community, comedians and
performers were exiled, and artists were forced to halt critical and experimental works.
Comedic productions dominated the theatre spaces of the city.**? Beyond the performance arts,
some politically critical authors came to the fore using satire in their works. 4%

By around 2010 and 2011, urban Ethiopians were flocking online to engage in public
discourse that had died down offline. Mainstream media activities in Addis Abédba saw an
increase upon the death of Méllds Zenawi in 2012. On top of the emergence of social media
and the death of the most powerful man of contemporary Ethiopian politics, one more
significant factor emerges during this time. A majority of Ethiopia’s population comes of age
at around the same time. Contemporary Ethiopia’s median age is 18, with about 28% of its
population between the ages of 15 and 29.4%* As a result of all of these factors, the offline public
sphere also awakened, slowly and skeptically, from its dormancy. It was as if the passing of
the most influential man in Ethiopian politics, the coming of age of a large segment of Addis
Abiba, the emergence of social media as powerful as mainstream media inspired those in the
arts. Meaning, the artistic scene of the capital city, including theatre, cinematic arts, music, and
literature, seemed to have had a re-awakening.

These are of course prone to influences from commerce and politics. But post 2012, there
emerged plays, stand-up comedies, films and other performance arts which were begrudgingly

involved in national questions, and moralist views instead of the styles of the productions such

401 Other comedians who attempted to produce humorous sketches and sell them as CDs were also
prosecuted. As the crackdown on civil liberties grew after the May 2005 elections, several were even sent into
exile, or faced severe state repression. An example is the comedian Kobdbdw Géda whose satirical stand-up
comedy shows, and cinematic experimentations distributed for commercial purposes through CDs were among
the most famous of the first decade of the third millennium.

402 Plastow 2020, 254.

403 Authors such as Biwgitu Sayyum and Mihamméid Sdlman became popular for their satirical writings.

404 Anon. 2017.
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as Ydtdacdqqonu Qdldoc. Hyyayyu Féngds’ Festalen is a child of this period, and its jokes,
questions and comments are in tune with this hypothesis.

Following this, Festalen’s jokes will be presented. The dominance of tendentious jokes,
as well as the predominant themes of the jokes will be taken into consideration in assessing the
cultural and socio-political realities of urban Ethiopia. The jokes will also be studied to present
the peculiarities, and significant parts of spoken Ambharic today. The analysis will highlight the
grander questions, commentaries, fears and realities of contemporary Addis Abéba, adding
weight to the chapter’s cultural study. The chapter will conclude with remarks as to the value
of humor in the public sphere in moralistic performances and the linguistic sophistication of
Ambharic in play, or ¢dwata.

3.3 Festalen: Social or political critique?

Festalen is a play about the man Hyyayyu, a once-upon-a-time teacher, who lost his wife and
daughter tragically to unknown diseases and factors relating to poor hospital services in the
capital city. The only other Ethiopian reference the producers had of a one-man theatre was the
forty-five-minute one-man play written by Tsegaye Gebremedhin and performed by
Wigayyihu Nogatu titled 9°#5@- 2 Magdiiaw Goro ‘The Spiteful Ear’. Gorum admits that it
took time to understand how a single man can hold the audience for two hours and forty
minutes. 405

The producers also admit that ‘there are times where the public is far ahead of the
comedian artists. In the history of Ethiopian comedy, never have ordinary men become more
hilarious than the artists in the field. We are forced to read and observe to be above the humor
of the city’. Gorum Zénndbd further compares the jokes of contemporary Ethiopia to poetry
and admires the power of humor in its ability to level the playing field of leaders, politicians,
policy makers and the elite with the general public. He adds, ‘they bring down what you may
have been afraid of’.

Yet, Festalen was a roaring success in the capital. This can be attributed to its studied
content. Upon asking Gorum what exactly contributes to the content of the play, he responded
by stating that Hyyayyu’s power lies in his ability to call out, scold, tease, philosophize and
present alternate interpretations of the values the urban dweller has accepted and is now living
with. ‘Political satire is of course a part of it, but that was and is not the main focus’, he adds.
The goal is to force the public to think about the realities it faces and its reactions to the features

of contemporary life in Addis Abéba.

405 Gorum Zannaba 2018.
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He admires the creative activity behind the formulation of jokes and stresses that
Hyyayyu Fingis’s Festalen is not simply a satiric play, but that it is a philosophical work
attempting to use tragedy and humor to interpret and express the various realities of life today.

Festalen is an experiment in a political culture with a weakened civil society. It is
innovative as it managed to escape direct political censorship. This could be because, ‘the goal
is to educate the public and not actually pose political critique’.** Tt presents itself as art that
examines, re-interprets and challenges publicly accepted social realities. It is a play that
engages critically with topics such as hyper-consumerism, drug addiction, poor education
quality, corruption, injustice and unemployment and their effects on cultural values, presenting
theatre as a force that attempts to redirect society. The target is the public. It is an attempt to
push people to not be by-standers in the fate of their individual and collective lives. This
morality was the central point that guided the play for six years now.

And while the stated objective of the play was to present social critique, its jokes have
elements of political satire that made it appealing to the urban public. Theatre attendees have
confirmed that they watched Hyyayyu Fingis because it provided an outlet for their political
grievances. ‘There was nothing besides Hyyayyu that consistently and for a long time described

my reality and my life under EPRDF’.407
3.3.1 Introducing the play: Festalen

Festalen is a two hours and forty-minute-long play of four acts separated by a few minutes of
interlude in between the acts. In the capital city, the play has been performed on various stages
starting with the National Theatre, and at cinemas including Alem and Adot cinemas. It was
performed three to four times each week on these various stages.

It is heavily dependent on the spoken word. There are no dialogues with other characters
and the sole active character is dyyayyu. He has to explain and portray the different people in
his life himself, as though the audience were reading a book with the main character narrating
his life. This is in some contradiction with what Ethiopian scholars have to say about plays.
Ziarihun Asfaw, the author of the book P01& G aPwl 3@-07 Yiisandsohuf Mdsdrdtawayyan ‘The

Basics of Literature’, writes the following about theatrical productions.

Tt 1RAMCEET (1PN AL NTIP°NF LATFTIS HANCFTTT VARG TT APLT A28 HA
O-ANTFT7 W1LILIOC T3 TTT WILGOP N(AMPAL MLOTT Nk LOAT AT&GTMmT

496 Gorum Zénnaba 2018.

497 Informant B 2018.
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0990 API® PAD NATON 1@ %7 Ute ALLLCA U7 AL CBI° AS hC ANAL
AAIRNMCEE LCLF APDEIP: ALACTIP: (178 NATPAPA, PALA ATE 408

Theatre allows us to see our actions on stage and to question and investigate our lives
through its characters. When it does it, it does not narrate the story of the characters
as in novels and books, but rather shows us through their actions on stage.

The whole point of plays, for Zirihun, is that characters are understood by their
performances, dialogues, and actions on stage and not through narration as in books or novels.
Festalen then may not entirely fall into the genre of theatrical production according to this
definition. But Festalen is in some ways dialogical since Hyyayyu narrates his life, and the
lives of the other people on stage are told and recounted via his jokes and stories which are
often repeated in dialogue format. It also takes close observation of how dyyayyu acts on stage
to get a deeper understanding of his character. The idea that a play should not have long
descriptions about characters read out fails to capture the play.

In addition, Festalen is described as a tragic comedy by the producers. To introduce
tragedy as understood by Ethiopian theatre students and scholars, Zarihun Asfaw writes, it ‘is
based on crucial points that the society places on a pedestal. Characters of tragedy plays are
ones that do not give up hope and refuse to be swayed from their goals’.*? Zirihun also adds,
‘modern tragedy is one that focuses on the lives of the non-elite, the lower class’.*!° This can
apply to Festalen; the tragedy of the play is not just for the main character but also for the
society he depicts in his play, i.e. Addis Abédba.

On comedy, Zarihun writes, it ‘is based on particular aspects of people’s lives that can
change. Since this is true, tragedies outlive comedic theatres’.*!! This is true in so much as
political and contextual jokes are concerned. Festalen might not be as popular in a few decades
as it is now since most of the jokes are situational. Such satirical comedy is required for a
particular purpose of making fun of leaders and situations that people are in at the moment.

To introduce the main character, the first sentence dyyayyu speaks when the play
commences is about his name Hyyayyu Fdngds. *'? He says the following to explain how he

got the name Fingds:

408 74rihun Asfaw 2012/2013, 261.

409 Tbid., 227.

419 1hid., 285.

41 Tbid., 287.

412 Féngds has been rendered this way and not in its English way because the term is considered

an Amharic loan-term in relation to the play, pertaining to Fungi or Fungus.
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AP ANAAD-: KPR 470! 4710 PAOE O9° ANINCGT®. . . (Y77) &T10F SFD- 710 hPl
PN APR @-LPFFTT APR HPFFTT 0P hg A0 1@< &0z (777Y7) LT
PhBD: aPMEL T hld.P!

My name is Hyyayu. Hyyayyu Féngéds! Fangis was not my father’s name...(hahaha)
it is the Fangds who call me that. It is a demeaning word I chose to show the decay
of our humanity, the levels we have reached. Fangés. (Hahaha) There you have it. It
ended up being my own name!
Throughout the play, the audience is introduced to other members of dyyayyu’s world
via the jokes Hyyayyu chooses to narrate to prove this particular point that urban Ethiopia has

undergone a cultural and social decay. Some of the characters of the play are given allegorical

names describing the kind and nature of their personalities. Others are named.
Plot

This is the basic storyline of Festalen: after Hyyayyu’s wife and daughter die, he is forced to
evacuate from his house and start life on the streets of Addis Abdba. The only property he
owned were the contents of his festal, ‘plastic bag’, which he loses one night as he returns from
visiting a friend. The play’s title is itself a hidden question, ‘where is my plastic bag?’. The

belongings of the festal are listed as follows:

At PUTT aRCHT DAY OPGHFDF K297 hoC AT POAD- 0hT7 AR &7 hALE m«m ha'r
PHAINP: LCP NCLAP &AL AGPAN T +onH PAA ImA sB97: p-it POt TPRT AT PR
AL18%: PhLS O APT AN AFCOT PINLD- P ALTEPx

Four diapers with their smells, one pair of a baby’s cotton socks with holes on one
sock created by mice, a baby bottle with a fractured cap, a dress bought when I
returned from field work in Dore Dawa, a worn-out pair of slippers, two lady’s
underwear and my red agenda. My red agenda which contained my and many
peoples’ thoughts.

When he wakes up and realizes that he had lost his festal, Hyyayyu assumes his property
was taken as trash by the neighbourhood’s cleaners and he goes to look for the festal in the
near-by dump. The following day, he goes to the sub-city’s trash dump. Still unable to find his
festal, on the third day, he makes his way to the capital city’s major dump, the & +¢- gose
tara.

After each of his trips, Hyyayyu narrates what he saw and what happened to him. It is
only when he gives up his search that he understands what had actually happened to his
belongings and the play ends with him acquiring new belongings. However, his life barely
changes. He remains a homeless man throughout.

Through his misgivings and adventure, the play’s bold character makes social critique

and re-interprets economic and political life in contemporary Addis Abédba. Beyond the
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political jokes, Festalen redirects people to carefully study their lives and often moralizes about
consumerism, the development of a materialist culture, the absence of people’s fear of God and
other related points. These are reminiscent of the early modernizers’ questions about some of

the faults of western culture.*!3
Stage

Festalen’s stage is equipped with few props. Hyyayyu himself carries items on stage to help
him advance his thoughts but the stage is generally representative of the life Hyyayyu leads.
He is a homeless man, with little worldly possessions. The stage presentation of the play and
the world within which the character dwells have much in common. Both are minimalist. While
at the National Theatre, the stage was simply decorated with black curtains, and a chair on
which dyyayyu could sit during his performance. For a first-time viewer, the stage almost
refuses to give away what kind of character Hyyayyu is or what the play is about. This digresses
from other stage productions, where the stage itself plays a significant role in the whole
presentation of the story at hand.

At Alem Cinema, the stage was sometimes decorated with fences to show that Hyyayyu
lived on the streets outside fences of people’s homes. Hyyayyu himself wears worn-out
sweatpants, two different types of socks, plastic sandals and a shirt for the first three acts of the
play. He also has messy hair. The last act, act four, sees the character’s transformation but even

then, not so much material props are used.
Characters

While Hyyayyu’s character is understood by what he does and speaks on stage, a significant
part of the play is dependent on characters that are never seen.

The first character viewers are introduced to is 20 $&MT@- Gas Qoftannaw, the witty and
brutally honest neighbor who doesn’t take kindly to liars, pretentious people and local
administrators. Gas Qoftannaw’s witticisms, brilliant come-backs, and lack of fear in the face
of authority is strikingly similar to the famous Alidga Gabra Hanna.*!* The name is constructed
out of two words: Gas is an endearing way of addressing older men while Qoftannaw means
bold, unwavering, honest and blunt. This represents the character of the old man. Gas
Qoftannaw is admired and espoused as the epitome of human dignity, and of a life lived on

principles. dyyayyu says the following to describe Gas Qoftannaw:

413 Refer to section 1.3.1 of the thesis.

414 For more on Aliga Gibrd Hanna, refer to section 1.4.3.
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oAA [, . ] & A& 1G24 AG hdT 09190

By the way, Qoftannaw is our neighbourhood’s best prepared, groomed, humorist.
His tongue is export level [...] a straight shooter and an honest old man.

He then adds:

007 $EMG@- JPAQ APFhANAD: 10< 8577 (4.C PP TFAD-
It is through Gas Qoftannaw’s words (tongue) that I defend myself from this
neighbourhood.

He adds a final praise «#&MG@< AHAA® &'+C:» Qoftannaw ld-zdlaldm yanuru ‘may

Qoftannaw live forever’.
He continues with a praise poem for the old man,

PEMGRT P4l

e t7 16T 1710 LAD-ND-

FC% ALMET Ak DO PIPOD-:

Call on my Qoftannaw

Let him mix my woes and pain with honey

My life has no flavor if he doesn’t taste it.

The first quote has an adjective, 2P0 ¢-+0ii1 tatbo ydtdkdsdniid, which refers to any long
exhaustive process of dedicated craftmanship that goes into the preparation of any creative
produce. It is often said about how the famous holiday dish doro wqt (chicken stew) is prepared
in Ethiopia. eom. muti is urban slang for someone who is witty, and skilled with words. In this
case, Gas Qoftannaw is made to appear particularly as an impressive, witty, old man. Hyyayyu
also uses the phrase ‘export level talkative’ by referencing the quality of Ethiopian export
goods (coffee, flowers and the sort). It is often the case that export level products are high
quality goods. He then adds that the old man is direct, and honest concluding his praise with a
poem.

That poetry is already a part of the production a few minutes into the play speaks of the
value of poetry in Ethiopian rhetorics. The poem’s nature is metaphorical. He asks to call on
the brave man, Qoftannayye. But Hyyayyu is not simply calling on his neighbor at this instance
since Qoftannayye can be attributed to any honest and bold person. The rest of the poem alludes
to how Gas Qoftannaw is the seasoning to an otherwise dull and tasteless life. Through
Hyyayyu’s second praise, we see the value of humor, wit and jokes in withstanding the plight
of living in that neighbourhood. He compares Gas Qoftannaw’s tongue to a shield that protects

him and allows him to continue living.
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His third statement is repeated a number of times throughout the play and is a rendition
on the infamous ‘May Ethiopia Live Forever’,*!° a patriotic sentiment heard on the media, and
used by the public and politicians alike. dyyayyu does not mean to hope for Gas Qoftannaw to
live forever, but it is the virtues of the old man that he is hoping will stay eternal.

Hyyayyu lists examples of the jokes and witticisms of Gas Qoftannaw after introducing

the character. Here is one example:

Gas Qoftannaw’s wife buys a chicken but the chicken does little more than sleep.
Gas Qoftannaw calls on his wife and says, «Ab ¢PAN PPAL T &CO7 T¢ATT 10+ K7L
LTT0@ 7% say, Malgayye, did you get the chicken from the parliament?’.

Gas Qoftannaw uses a common way of addressing others, Ane ydmmalas when he starts
his comment. It directly translates to ‘I say’ or ‘I’ll tell you what’, but the words are meant to
express something close to ‘here’s what I am thinking’. He calls on his wife in an endearing
way, adding a -yye to her name Molga. He disparages the Ethiopian parliament and introduces
viewers to the idea of members of the parliament falling asleep during the parliament sessions.

It is through Gas Qoftannaw and his jokes that the audience is introduced to most of
the characters of the play. There are 21 A97 Gas Lamma, ®2HE AhA.A Wiyzdro Aklild, Phm§ o
Gazetdfifiaw ‘the journalist’, +$Po9.0- Tigawamiw ‘the one who opposes’, @@t B, Mulu Gabe
‘full hyena’, hAP Aldga ‘boss’, 140 ®8L, Nofas Widage ‘the wind my friend’, AdQA@- hag
Hssubaldw Kassaye, and the rich man with the electric-fences.

Gas Lamma is the neighbourhood’s traditional doctor, a @34 Wigesa. Gazetannaw is a
journalist who works at an unspecified TV station, and he is repeatedly blamed for reading lies
as news. We can deduce that he might possibly represent journalists of the state broadcaster,
the Ethiopia Television (ETv). Tdgawamiw is the neighbour who is meant to represent
Ethiopians who oppose the government, i.e., members of opposition parties, bloggers and the
like.

The character Mulu Gabe is also referred to as eA@- 70 yésdw na’us ‘sub-human’,

AmFAL B0 atiqallay gab ‘complete hyena’, 7 80 ydgcn gab ‘daytime hyena’,*'® 170 nétab

415 This is sensationalized by Sheger Radio which uses the phrase at the closing of most of its programs.
But it is an expression that was also used during the emperor’s time. See for example, Barihun Kabbéada 2000,
389.

416 This phrase had been used by PM Abiy Ahmed upon his rise to power to refer to the TPLF rulers. In
fact, he also refers to other corrupt figures as such. Interestingly, this is not the only phrase that has contributed to

Abiy’s speeches from Festalen. Hyyayyu has a soliloquy where he goes on to express how even though he has
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“full stop’, and hHOC hazbar ‘the symbol slash’ (/). His insignificance is denoted by the insults
hazbar and ndtab as the man is equated to punctuation marks that are rarely used in the Amharic
alphabet. Using the symbol hazbar as an insult can also be drawing on the symbol’s slanted
appearance; it could be that Mulu Gobe is being accused of being twisted, or disingenuous. The
other names he has denote his love of money and food as hyenas are known to be greedy by
nature. Ydsdw na us marks Hyyayyu’s judgement of the man, as one who is beneath other
humans. From the play, we realise that Mulu Gobe represents corrupt administrators and
officials of the local administrative units known as the Qdbdle and Wiirdda. This is because it
does not appear that this character works in a higher government position as he spends his days
in the neighbourhood seemingly unburdened by a job. Of course, this is also meant to further
show the man’s incompetence as a government body worker.

The other characters are notable too. There is the rich man with electric fences who
appears a few times in the play and remains unnamed. He is only referred to as the man with
electric fences and is representative of the new urban elite who live in gated communities and
houses. This is to highlight the culture of individuality that has taken root in neighbourhoods
and to make a remark about some gated communities of the city.*!”

Aléqa is the name given to God in the play. Hyyayyu often looks up towards the ceiling
of the theatre-house and engages in dialogue with an un-responsive character and eventually,
it becomes clear from his words that it is the name for God. Alédqa itself means boss. Hyyayyu
calls on the wind to read out lines from his agenda, making the wind a character of the play.
Hssubaldaw Kassaye is also another character that Hyyayyu mentions; he is his dead poet friend.
Hyyayyu usually asks the wind to read Hssubaldw’s poems out loud for him.

Finally, there are three named characters that play a crucial role in the events of
Hyyayyu’s life. These are his wife and daughter called H@-&% Ziwdoyye and PAN/~¢
Y’ absora, and a girl called ¢ Hoyyab. He came to know Hoyyab as her and her friends were
about to enter a local house of chewing gat owned by Mulu Gobe. dyyayyu fell on his knees
and begged them to return to their homes as he saw they were too young to start an addiction
to this drug. Hoyyab listened to his advice and returned home. She became his friend

afterwards.

been bent, he has not been broken; and though he has been ill, he has survived. PM Abiy uses the same exact
phrases to discuss Ethiopia in several speeches. Links to PM Abiy using some of these are found in appendix B.
417 The absence of such gated communities until recently has been remarked as one possible reason for

there being a low crime rate in the city. Fasil Ghiorgis 2012, 58-59.
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The play depends on recollections of dialogues from Hyyayyu’s memory. There are a
few times in which Hyyayyu engages with the audience, asking rhetorical questions and waiting
for the audience to respond. For example, dyyayyu might ask, A7mCTC 47%? ‘Should we be
skeptical?’, to which the audience, aware of an incoming joke, answers by saying 4% awo ‘yes’
in unison. The other times we hear dialogues are when Hyyayyu speaks to the wind-his friend,
Nofas Wédage or to Aldqa. At one point, Hyyayyu asks Aldqa to give his dead wife the oranges
that he took to her grave in commemoration of her eighth year since she died.

His conversations to the wind or to Aldqa allow the audience to come to terms with the
reality that Hyyayyu might be mentally unstable. This is in addition to other signs that reveal
this, such as Hyyayyu’s constantly fidgeting two fingers of his left hand with the other finders
bent and unmoving. It is not a far-removed speculation. Amharic proverbs do exist remarking
about how only the crazy can speak their minds honestly without fears of repercussion. An
example is, A 07 777 £1PA? “Who will touch the crazy?’.

The following section includes jokes selected from the play. The jokes are grouped into
two categories. The first is the category of jokes pertaining to social life and then follows the
category of jokes entertaining Ethiopian politics. Each sub-section has a selection of eight jokes

each to demonstrate the various topics covered by Hyyayyu.
3.3.2 Festalen: Jokes on social life

These jokes are selected in so far as they mainly involve the social dynamics of the characters
of Festalen and have little political content. Analyzing these jokes might help highlight realities
about the organization of urban life in contemporary Addis Abdba. Beyond allowing us to
explore the social life of urban Ethiopians, the jokes selected present various ways of joke-
formulation techniques and highlight cultural as well as social indicators of what is humorous

and what is not.

3.3.2.1. Gas Léamma is the neighbourhood’s wdigesa (doctor), whose motto is ¢+a0Z PaT> ALPC
ATmA1907 ‘We fix everything, including broken morale’. Gas Ldmma’s children on the other hand
are all muggers. Gas Qoftannaw says the following about his neighbor to Hyyayyu: A% At A
AGEE A, IO 10+ RTACD TIF T ASTE LANGAFA PT PT Ak OC Ao RUSAFAx
‘Hyayyu, he is running a family business. At night his children break people for him, and during

the day those broken go to him for treatment’.

418 16k annate is used as a means of addressing one another. It comes from the word annat which means

mother. But people say the word to mean my dear.
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This joke supposes that the concept of family businesses is already known by the
audience and that a logical consideration of a family business would assume something that
doesn’t involve risking the lives of customers. The breach in the logic of this is what makes
this joke funny. It is a disparaging joke that mocks the family of Gas Limma and their source

of income.

3.3.2.2. dyyayyu narrates about the Addis Abiba city light railroad.*'® At the time, it was publicly
announced that the trains were ready for operation. However, there was a time lapse between the
day of announcement and the day the trains actually started providing service. Gas Qoftannaw

and dyyayyu discuss this,

dyyayyu: &% Q-C tavld ALLAT® ATPLLT 10+ &P ¢ TR LI°LD-? ‘“The train has
graduated hasn’t it, so why doesn’t it start working?’

Gas Qoftannaw: he K€% Ta°CH ¢ TNt ALY AIC NCP 10 A7%? Ay, yyayyu, is
it a surprise to be unemployed after graduation in this country?’

The joke lies in the metaphorical representation of the city train as a young college
graduate in Addis Abéba via the play on the word mdmmdirdg. This word means to graduate,
to be blessed, and also to be inaugurated. The pun on timdrrdqd allows for the train to be
thought of as a graduate. This joke falls under the relief theory of humor as it expresses the
plight young graduates face in the city.

Hyyayyu continues with another joke about the train after the light rail system started
operating. He laments, &€ Q&P T.04 72 £ 0914807 hv-7 NALN AC v-At 1% ‘What
used to previously take us twenty minutes from Stadium to Piassa, now takes us two hours via
the new train’. And Gas Qoftannaw responds, hH(L @2P¢ A75°! ‘Then my people found a place
to spend their days!’.

There are two jokes in this narration. The first is the one about it taking longer to get
from the neighbourhood Stadium to Piassa by train than by walking. The joke is not even stated
as a full sentence, perhaps because as the joke is spoken, the speaker assumes the audience
understands what the punch line is. It is comparing two different means of transportation and
claiming an impossiblity as truth. It falls in the relief theory of humor since people were
complaining about how slowly the trains travel at the time and how they only serve the needs
of people travelling long-distances. It can also be taken as a disparaging joke mocking the

efforts of politicians to provide transportation services.

419 The Addis Abiba city light railroad was inaugurated in 2015 to help alleviate urban transport

congestion. Anon. 2016.
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In the second joke, there is a word that is used: v hazbe ‘my people’. This word is in
recent years how Ethiopians talk about and refer to other Ethiopians when making general,
often ironic, statements. In such instances, people rely on lexical processes such as
conventionality, frequency, familiarity of different senses of words to influence their
understanding. Since the ironic connotation of the word hazbe is frequently encountered in
communication today, upon using the word, an ironic meaning of it is initially accessed.

Gas Qoftannaw is indirectly saying urban Ethiopians have nothing to do with their lives
that a two-hour long train ride would amount to a successful way of spending one’s day. a»P¢
M7t mdwaya magridt is used in general conversation to mean to find some place to work,
and some way of being productive during the day. This is a joke that falls under the relief theory

of humor as it points to the issue of unemployment in the capital city.

3.3.2.3. In this joke, Hyyayyu tells a tale about Addis Abéba’s birds. One Addis Abdba bird listens to a
government announcement that states mobile networks will all be distributed in a wireless way
and that the telecommunication wires that are hanging across the city will soon be obsolete, and
thus removed. The bird responds, @22£22.8 h579° A7AA 71242 A.LAM7 1P! ‘Oh No! They’re
going to deny us a place to rest much like they did with the people!’. After the audience is given
time to react to this joke, Hyyayyu adds in mock surprise, @4 A2+C A7LHY Aho>-25 &u-7? ‘Even

the birds have become this sarcastic?’.

The bird’s comment, in line with traditions of anthropomorphous animals narrating tales
and playing a major role in Ethiopian folk tales, is meant to present shock. It falls under the
relief theory of humor as the bird is worried that much like the people of Addis Abéba, it will
soon have no place to rest. It is not specified who the implied ‘they’ are in this case, but the
audience may assume it is referring to the government. The actual reason for this joke may
include resettlement plans as a result of urban reconstruction, inflation rates, unemployment
and such related issues. The most important thing for this category is Hyyayyu’s final
commentary on the entire joke. He notes in a tone of bewilderment how even the birds have
become sarcastic in today’s Ethiopia. An exaggeration, this sentiment betrays a disparaging
mockery of the urban dweller. This falls under the disparaging theory of humor as Hyyayyu is
claiming that the city’s sarcasm has become limitless.

Gorum, the actor of the play, says during an interview that comedians are unable to keep
up with the jokes of Addis Abédba’s laymen and women. Hyyayyu reiterates this point in the
play several times by repeating the phrase, Atie?¢-7 4772 £CAA ‘Our sarcasm has reached the
sky’, indicating an increased level of Amharic humorous wordplay going on across the city.

Listeners consider stereotypically sarcastic comments as more negative in comparison to
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directly negative commentary made about similar situations as sarcasm invokes mockery and

laughter. Festalen has several sarcastic jokes. Consider the following.

3.3.2.4. Hyyayyu narrates a story of students sitting for an exam. One student finds the exam incredibly
difficult that it is impossible for him to even answer a single question. So, he turns in his exam
sheet without answering a single question and walks out of the exam hall. Outside, he finds his
classmate standing. He asks, shocked and surprised, ‘did you finish your exam?’ to which the
other responds, ‘No no, it was too difficult. I just handed in an empty sheet to the examiner and
walked out’. The first student then gets incredibly worried and says, A785?! @23 147 +he-CLM-

10+ &G ‘Like me?! Oh our woes. They will say we cheated from one another’.

The joke is that the student is more concerned about being caught cheating than he is
about the fact that he obviously failed the exam. The concern here is an assumed absurdity of
ineffective checking rules and suspicion by authorities. But Hyyayyu is being sarcastic about
the student’s priority of concern. Hyyayyu adds a commentary saying, ‘you have already hit
rock-bottom, what are you worried about?’. This is a joke that falls under the disparaging theory

of humor.

3.3.2.5. Another social phenomenon Hyyayyu jokes about is the issue of water supplies in Addis Abéba.
He says: QYT +7°CHE hAAP AT UIC PAE avFal $7 2h0c-A: A avFaAl! ... ATNA hb 10! ‘In
this country, a country that never fails to baffle us, we now celebrate hand-washing day. Hand

washing! ... As if we’re going to eat’.

In the Ambharic version, Ethiopia is referred to as a ‘She’. And Ethiopian dining custom
dictates that people wash their hands before eating as food is eaten by hand. The joke is about
a government announcement of a national holiday of washing hands to help improve public
hygiene. If the phrase of the punch line was simply A70A 1@+ Lanbdla néw, it would have meant
‘we are going to eat’. The term Abh akko is thrown into the sentence, adding an ironic twist to
the phrase. The logical expectation of the joke’s narration is that one washes one’s hands to
eat. However, since Hyyayyu added akko, irony is achieved, and the phrase becomes ‘as if we
are going to eat’. Hyyayyu is highlighting the irony of the government announcing a hand-
washing holiday while people don’t have anything to eat. He makes the celebration appear
almost luxurious and privileged. This dark joke falls under the relief theory of humor presenting

lack of access to food as a contemporary phenomenon of the city.

3.3.2.6. This following joke is about a man who tells an azmari to recite poems for him. The azmari are
musicians who usually recite poetry with multiple layers of meanings. They are today found in

the confines of tdg ‘honey-wine’ serving houses and traditional entertainment venues. They recite
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their own conspicuous poems while also allowing people to ‘give’ them poems to sing. This one
man tells the azmari to recite the following:

20ad 017HAN

emMma O17HA

2844 0170

het+ gava T3HN

With money, it is possible to eat

With money, it is possible to drink

With money, it is possible to live

Where will money come from?

The poem above is an aesthetically poor recitation. But that the lines are below par adds
to the humor of the joke. It is a simple and short poem that can pass as prose. The man is
declaring an economic question in just four lines. It is rhetorical of course, but one that indicates
that basic necessities that money achieves are rendered unachievable by the fourth stanza,
‘where will money come from?’. Listeners are brought to the question: how do people live in
a city where they have no money to eat, drink and live? The joke is not rendered futile by the
lack of poetic beauty. In fact, it rather gives the joke depth and a way for Hyyayyu to make a
sarcastic commentary about the economic plight of the urban dweller. This again falls in the

relief theory of humor.

3.3.2.7. After dyyayyu returns from his trip to QoSe Téra (the city’s largest dump), he brings back a
bag of items with him. He puts his day’s collection on stage and starts narrating about his
adventure. He exclaims that half of the dump is filled with plastic bottles. He then says he has a
fundamental question: 2% v~ AQth @7 1040+ L2 hP NP1 aPAG- h&G Pagh TOE L1 ASTS
et @ 207 AeHAmAT 1P 0700 @/ eAA@-? ‘Did all of these plastic bottles have water? If
the answer is yes, then a great logical question is raised. Is it because your city’s water is being

bottled and sold to you that your taps don’t have any water?’.

The way of speaking which uses the feminine way of addressing, for example: AP HAmMAT
ayyatdsdtdllas, is a way of communication that has become typical to Addis Abéba, though not
foreign to some parts of Ethiopia.*?® Friends address one another as A7 anci ‘you’ (second

person singular feminine), in dialogue playfully. The word A4%9% addame is another popular

420 For example, in Simen Sdwa, men of all ages are addressed as andi ‘you (second person singular

feminine)’ by family and friends. Somoa‘on Marayye 2020.
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way of addressing a group as a singular feminine when one is about to make a humorous
remark, or a snide statement about a group. A similar lexical effect as seen in the use of the
word hazbe applies here with the term addame. People are automatically aware of an ironic
comment because of the repeated use of the word for ironic or sarcastic purposes. The group
addressed by this joke is the audience, or even a larger public group that is not confined to the
spaces of the theatre. One speculation is that addame is linked to the name Adam. It is used
with a verb ending in the second person singular form although the word always addresses and

refers to a plural number of individuals and is therefore a collective. Examples are,
789 avdifedidy ‘It seems to ... you’
A%9% AT AN ‘You ... have gotten’

A99% NATAA ‘You ... have eaten’

Referring back to Hyyayyu’s joke, he asks two questions: the first is ‘did all these bottles
have water?’ and if the answer is yes, he asks, ‘is it because they’re selling your tap water as
bottled water that you do not get water via your taps anymore?’. Among the basic government
service provisions of any city is access to usable water. For almost a decade now, Addis Abédba
has faced severe shortages of access to clean tap water. And when there is water, people do not
drink it because it is often unhealthy. Hyyayyu is making a connection from this contextual
knowledge to what he sees at the dump, asking if the government is making money by turning
off this service that is meant to be provided for cheap. This falls under the relief theory of
humor as well.

Another joke along a similar theme is the following: A200¢ Ag AP (hs7? Thad- £A?
TRIN..LAY OLETFDT (L7 LonTFa- AL (0 NAD- (10NhE7 PULTANGATD7 hPhavhao 9907
TNFOEL (LorM 74 107 2.7 ‘Didn’t they fix a large screen at the square? tranquilizer... people
waiting in line to get water, sitting on their yellow jericans, are staring at the screen, and guess
what advertisement comes on? Water’.

He makes fun of the road-side screens first, calling them ‘tranquilizers’. A disparaging
joke, he is hinting that the screens were placed around the city to manipulate the public and to
keep people from thinking critically. He then presents an ironic situation of people waiting in
line to get water watching an advertisement to buy bottled water. He uses slang such as gub
baldw, a poetic and playful way of expressing a sitting position. The joke presents the
dichotomy of official portrayal of life and the social realities people have to live under.
Hyyayyu’s sarcasm is embedded with deeper questions of equity, and social justice: is it fair to

flaunt water advertisements in a city where the majority are not provided with its basic supply?
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3.3.2.8. This next joke is taken from a dialogue between Gas Qoftannaw (whom Hyyayyu calls his
anbdssa (lion) and the journalist Gazetdninaw. Gazetdnriaw, who lives in Gas Qoftannaw’s
compound, buys a forty-two-inch television. As he walks in with his new television, Gas
Qoftannaw says to him: 0Ad¢ Ad-t A7T O ACQ U-AF A7 007 A forty-two-inch TV in a

house that is fourteen inches wide’.

The joke plays on an absurdity. You can’t possibly fit a forty two-inch wide tv in a
fourteen-inch wide house. But this is resolved upon understanding the characters themselves,
Gas Qoftannaw and Gazetdrniniaw and upon contextual social realities. This joke is a tendentious
joke that falls under the disparaging theory of humor. It is to show, as Hyyayyu later admits,
the lack of prioritization visible in individuals of Addis Abdba. Through the joke, Hyyayyu is
targeting the consumerism that has engulfed the city. He doesn’t dwell much on what causes
such behavior. There is enough room to speculate why people buy televisions when they don’t
have houses. However, this joke is not intended to allow for understanding of complex
processes that shape the life of individuals. Tendentious jokes simply expose and belittle.

He adds the following phrase after delivering this joke: A487% +CP7 av+eC A.LPIT (ST
FG4.7. .. m®. . .mP “When addame can’t change her life, she changes her channels through her
remote controller “click click”’. He seems to briefly touch on the issue of being unable to

change one’s life which drives people into consumerism.
3.3.3 Festalen: Jokes on political realities

3.3.3.1. This is a dialogue between Gas Qoftannaw and Htayye Aklild. Gas Qoftannaw buys sheep for
a holiday and his neighbor, Jtayye Aklil4, realizes that the sheep doesn’t make a lot of sound.

Htayye AKlild says: N9 TINT hh A 55 AG &9°R &9°% 10-, . . &T, 19 9°7 S 10+
A7LHY L% ANQ PU1@-? ‘Holiday means smells and noise... this sheep is
surprisingly quiet, why?’

(Hyyayyu adds a commentary here: 20 #&MG@- ACPD- -+ ‘Gas Qoftannaw fired
long-range”’)

Gas Qoftannaw responds: 2578 A719.V AhAAS THE®D- (oM (9°CR, (CL N ANG,
10C... &9°2.7 ace@-+ &r7? ‘1 do not know Aklilayye, after I bought it we passed by
the election board, perhaps they stole his voice there?’

The context of the joke is a cultural remark on social celebration of holidays. B B0
¢asa ¢as (burning of incenses, firewood for making bread and food create the holiday aroma)
and £&9°2 &9°% domsa doms (refering to the sounds from chicken and sheep as well as other
cattle purchased for food, and holiday music) mark festivities before holidays in Addis Abéba.

The question the neighbor asks is crucial for the joke. This is a similar exercise to trying to
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understand a multiple-layered gane poetry where one has to identify the crucial words that are
the gates to the multiple intended meanings. These are known as habrdi-gal; and in this joke
too, the phrasing mentioned by Ftayye Aklild is important for the punch line. It is a pun on the
words doms alba. This phrase means to be without a voice. Gas Qoftannaw’s use of this word
is to make it directly related with the political elections of Ethiopia. The joke is political in that
it is satirizing the possibility that people’s votes are ‘stolen’, or ‘silenced’, by the election board.
It is a joke that falls under the relief theory of humor as it expresses frustration about lack of
democratic institutions that would allow people to vote for their rulers and representatives, or
for their choices to be honored. This joke demonstrates how the artistic community can use
humor to speak up against political dishonesty.

In addition, Hyyayyu expressed what Gas Qoftannaw does when responding to his
neighbor by saying, araqdw tdkkosu ‘they fired long-range’. This is to denote that the target of

the joke is far from what was being discussed in the joke.

3.3.3.2. As Gazetdnisiaw walks into his room in Gas Qoftannaw’s compound, Gas Qoftannaw’s dog
starts barking at him relentlessly. Gazettdrniniaw is surprised, and he says to Gas Qoftannaw, 7°7.27
10 T, @A AA D7 A AR He 9°7 UPF 1@+ A72HU? ‘what is wrong with this dog, other
days it does not act cruelly towards me. What happened today that it is doing so?’ (Hyyayyu adds
a commentary here expressing what Gas Qoftannaw said next: A78 HC %02 ‘He went one round
around him’) $£9° AEAAT? £10-0@<7 HG AT £1PGA ‘Perhaps he saw the news you read earlier

on the television’.

This joke can fall both into the disparaging and relief theory of humor. It connects two
incongruous ideas. The dog barking, and Gazetdninaw’s news report on ETv. But Gas
Qoftannaw relates them. The punchline reveals a contempt towards news reporters, possibly
hinting at dishonesty or lack of integrity that makes even dogs bark at journalists and reporters.

Since these jokes are written down from a performed act, Hyyayyu’s personal comments
are added in between the dialogues to signify who is responding. His choice of words is also a
demonstration of linguistic craft; and zur hedulldta means to go one full round, often on a

racetrack. He uses it here to mark the power of Gas Qoftannaw’s wit.

3.3.3.3. The following is a joke about Obama’s visit to Ethiopia in July 2015. It includes multiple ironic
and sarcastic jokes. Hyyayyu narrates the story:

AQLDA BIP (LAD-. . . RAGT ATET PO W8T 10 AR P00 DL hPXP S1TA Og
LmaMh OL,. . AL AAIPMI®? K7L ALY JHm& etamd o [. . .] £V JHhmE Ah 10+ 97
AN PANTU «h09D A PapN @« A Au<T A? W18t W28 T ARTT 198 188 NATT Piv 0T
00 198 192 mOE gH 10+ eavM@y SATFPA. . . «“LT0 GH aPPhA? AG A7 007!
0714-F7 QUATF? NP 10-C 990G 10+, . » «I°» BATFPA «&A AL ALAnOI0y
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Obex, worried, his mother-like instincts kicking in, was wondering if people eat well,
sleep well in Ethiopia, if we drink well... and didn’t he come to see? This was one
given to this journalist [...] This journalist, you know what he said to Gas
Qoftannaw, ‘Obama came surrounded by many skilled killers’. Gas Qoftannaw said,
‘did he bring people to be killed? Because we obviously aren’t alive. It is
blasphemous in our culture, in our tradition’. ‘What is?’, the journalist asked. Gas
Qoftannaw responded, ‘you don’t shoot at corpse’.

Irony and particularly sarcasm filled with mocking and belittling humor are at play here.
A serious cultural thought is mentioned to demonstrate the joke. Obama is first ironically
depicted as a figure who cares about Ethiopia. A metaphor with the mother is invoked, and he
appears to care about whether or not the people of Ethiopia have enough to eat, and drink. The
joke is a sarcastic remark made on an awareness of the relationship between global
superpowers and countries like Ethiopia.

Gas Qoftannaw is here presented as more of a critical thinker than the journalist regarding
Obama’s visit. It is nonchalance towards Obama’s visit dyyayyu brings to stage and with-in-
which context this joke appears. The conversation also demonstrates a cultural taboo. One does
not shoot on a dead body, or a resa. But Ethiopians are presumably called resa by Gas
Qoftannaw. Resa is a serious insult in Addis Abiba. It means to signify a person’s inability to
act, speak, and think independently. Lack of courage and confidence, and an overall sense of
living an undignified life by being unable to demand rights and pose questions is what it
implies. Since it is a political joke, it could also be a connotation of being unable to resist
leaders.

This falls under the relief theory of humor but can also belong to the disparaging theory.
Since Hyyayyu is expressing sarcastically that Obama does not in fact care about the people of
Ethiopia, this part of the joke re-defines international relations for the audience. What is

disparaging is the statement which unequivocally calls Ethiopians resa.

3.3.3.4. Hyyayyu mentions a dialogue he had with the cleaners of his neighbourhood. When he asks
them for his items, they say, ironically, that he should go report to the Institute of the
Ombudsman, to which dyyayyu responds: 42 49°0 mO% hTL07 - AL! PMOET FH@- TINAPAT Apav-
Al ““Oh! The ombudsman—Oh! they’d rather abandon trying to protect people and try to stop

making them cry” someone said’.

This joke contradicts the purpose and aims of the Ethiopian ombudsman.*?! TIts

construction is in such a way that Hyyayyu uses a variation of a/d to end it. This is one way of

421 The proclamation of 2000 expresses the purposes of the Ombudsman. Anon. 2000, 1367.
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paraphrasing someone or quoting a saying that someone has in their head but is unable to cite
the sources of. Attributing and acknowledging a different, albeit an unknown, source of what
has been said shows reliance on allusion as a technique. Aye or ay is used in a humorous
sentence almost always preceding the subject that is to be made fun of and ridiculed. Ayi,
Ahehe, Ahe, are renderings of a similar expressive group.

Hyyayyu’s joke renders the commission as useless to the goals it set out to do. An
ombudsman institution is set up to protect civilian rights and to ensure the government does
not abuse its powers with maladministration and injustice. The joke falls under the relief theory
of humor as it is implying that rights violations and maladministration are rampant, so much
so that the ombudsman should not worry about correcting that. The word for the ombudsman
in Ambharic is one that ensures people do not shed tears. And the joke is precisely that the
institution should not try and protect people from crying anymore; it could try and do the bare
minimum and not cause people to cry. The ombudsmen themselves are seen as adding to the
tears of people. The joke implicates the institution that should have been independent of the

government as adding to the political injustices of the country.

3.3.3.5. Hyyayyu claims that the following joke is told to him by his friend dssubaldw Kassaye. Hyyayyu

calls it a HAATI® zdlaldmawi ‘eternal’ joke. It goes like this:

POt AOCET R 03040 03 AL &8 IAD- AQTMEPE APDE 1D 1S WILG D Aot 97
ALCI 10+ PFOCh@- ROAA: FI°%A ARYE Al-chHA 10 1% 10+ PavMytz Jrtq +0A
UG @z WY 39004 ARS OhHA AR 10+ 19 10 P10U~Tx PATE O ArH0 LAOAL AL ... AT
FIet ALY hh T

These are three prisoners. They were sitting where they were arrested and talking,
and one of them was asked what he did to end up in prison. He says ‘I said Tamrat
Layne was against the people’. The second one was asked, and he says, ‘I stated that
Tamrat Layne was a son of the people’. The third one was asked, and he says, ‘Me
... 'am Tamrat Layne’.

dyyayyu adds a commentary, SAYA AGIAD- W4*?? Laqge: +mIOIOT hCOTI® V-7
adavpr9e! ‘Hssubaldw tells you, you can support him, oppose him or be him
himself; you will not escape’.
The joke appears contextual since it mentions the brief rule of Prime Minister Tamrat
Layne. In addition, most political jokes are situational as they pertain to a particular time in
history. And political jokes that are directly related to a particular period of history risk expiry.

This particular joke was stated years after Tamrat was demoted from his position. But the

422 hana@- nag Hssubaldw Kassaye and Ao ha Hssubaldw Kassa are used interchangeably by

Hyyayyu throughout the play.
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context that may change with time is the culture of mass undeserved arrests in urban Ethiopia
by the EPRDF. As a result, it is almost unnecessary to know the background of Tamrat Layne
in detail. What is relevant to understand this joke is an understanding of political repression in
Ethiopia and that Tamrat was a controversial figure. The absurdity of the situation is crucial
for the formation of the joke’s delivery. It highlights the chaotic nature of political realities in

Ethiopia, and falls under the relief theory of humor.

3.3.3.6. Ayyayyu continues and narrates, AA&®- Ah 1@+ AALD* AT°7 PAL DLPT P77 AL DLbT 7 27104
0% av@ +OAT (A A7V ‘HoPk CENTARE, 10+ . . | 0@LP T Havy AP 0TI av%t 07" TC AT §ALC
(OLbT AOHTO-, . | (H LaP5FD- (P BT «0aPwirk PHILE 1% huteT (19T AT P91.0LC10< A
Al OLPT M0, PULLAR M- N2 TLALT AL (&6 ®LPFTF...» “This is from one of the past days.
Past days... Anti-paper day. There was an anti-paper day declared and they printed a lot of flyers
and posters saying ‘it is the age of technology...end to the days of paper’. Then they came through
that sworn enemy of his, the television, and broadcasted ‘Fundamentally, what makes this year’s
celebration unique from the rest is that over 2 million papers explaining the need for an anti-

paper day have been distributed...’.

Hyyayyu here is telling a multitude of ironic jokes. First, he makes fun of the printing of
hundreds of flyers that decree ‘it is the age of technology. The age of papers should end’. He
then calls the Television a £a°% ddmmdriiia. A ddmmdnina is someone’s sworn enemy. Here
we have a human behavior attributed to an inanimate object; Hyyayyu calls the tv people’s
blood-enemy. Finally, he pretends to enact a news reporter’s report on the celebrations of the
anti-paper day holiday and mocks them for their lack of ability to grasp the contradiction in the
way they were celebrating it. The celebrations undermine the whole point of the decree. The
incongruity driving the joke, and essentially the celebration, is even more illuminating of the
superficiality of the holiday. Through this joke, we are reminded of the rise in state-led holidays
in Ethiopia as well. But most importantly, the joke mocks news reporters, officials and all
others who were involved in such fiascos for their lack of logical thinking. It is a disparaging

joke.

3.3.3.7. Here is another joke: @20+t AP0 A@C@- OLNT. . At PAG TI8 Gt aOEPTF APTHATIP? dopp
KA. «TIHAVT A% TIHAVT APPMy aNNFA «T17 KI8T FO-PATU-) «AL AL AL... TIHNUT
10+ HAAND- ADC TIHOVD «PheEA NFaIm- 22¢- AGATL A Ti»... «hd?) WIHTT NP1 TIHOFTY
A9°M!» The man was going home, home and dangerous muggers find him. They sat him down...
‘Give us your money, your money’, they scare him. ‘Do you know who I am?’ he says. They
respond, ‘No no no...you’re asked for your money, your money’. He says, ‘I am the sub-city’s

director’. To which they respond, ‘Oh really?! In that case, give us our money then!’

144



In this joke, an inference is made. Being an administrator of a sub-city entails ruling over
multiple wdrddds of the city. These administrators are not as removed from the public they
administer as the mayor and those higher up in the administration hierarchy. Implying that
these sub-city administrators are thieves shows a deep lack of trust on people’s immediate
administrators.

When the thieves realize who the man is, they immediately say 44? Hrd?, an intonation
that veils surprise and shock in a questioning tone. It means ‘is that so?’ in this case. The joke
is in the change of the suffix of 177H0V? géinzibhon ‘your money’ to TMHOF7? géinzdibaccanan
‘our money’. The general point is to make government officials appear as thieves, and the
gratification is felt by the crowd as the muggers are seen as effectively settling the public’s
anger with corrupt government workers by demanding to get their money back. The humor is
also in the realization that actively mugging thieves felt they were being robbed by the sub-city
administrator.

This joke falls under the relief theory of humor as it also suggests that there are socially
irresponsible political administrators that rule with impunity. It expresses a deeply problematic
feature of urban administration, which leads with injustice, and people’s lack of trust in the

efficacy of one’s political institutions.

3.3.3.8. The final joke selected for discussion is one where dyyayyu goes on to sarcastically make fun
of Addis Abidba’s fear of the government, the EPRDF. He titles these series of jokes, A4.0 ANQ AT
§CY7:1 ‘Addis Abédba and her fear’. One joke goes as follows: A@-FLA 924 AT AU AU AU AU BAPAH:
L7k 27 hA Ot LCA@- aPAAY? (Lt @01t “ A bus full of people would be talking “ah eh eh ah”...

If the bus goes quiet all of a sudden, you know where they have reached? The palace’.

‘Ah, eh eh ah’ are often used in Amharic dialogues when retelling about a large number
of people talking to one another at once; it denotes conversations. dyyayyu asks a question to
an un-identified male (single person), which is a common way of narrating a story. And then
he responds to his own question. The joke is to show the physical demonstration of the fear of
Addis Abidba and how simple day-to-day activities can reveal this fear. People behave in a self-
conscious and self-censoring behavior that has developed within the capital city. It is both a
disparaging and also a relieving humor. In one way, Addis Abédba’s Ethiopians are mocked for
their fear. In another, dyyayyu expresses a deep-seated fear the city has developed.

Another one of these jokes is a narration of a man who rushes to get to work in the
morning but finds a long line of people waiting for taxis already. These taxi lines were a daily
headache for people as the city was witnessing transportation service shortages. Considering

what to do, the man raises his right fist and yells from the back of the line, £ AG&®* hHA

145



‘victory to the masses’. The people in the line, visibly shocked, slowly disperse to get away
from him. And he successfully gets rid of the line and waits for a taxi alone.

This joke was stated to make fun of Addis Abdba’s dwellers for their fear of being
associated with anything political. This fear surfaced after the May 2005 elections saw a violent
reproach from the government. A disparaging joke, Hyyayyu is holding a mirror to the urban
dweller who is afraid of getting involved in politics and lives without demanding for basic
services and rights. It is also a jab at the confidence people showed in attending the play while
being generally afraid of political involvement. This series of jokes demonstrates how artists

can use humor to demonstrate the way people are behaving towards their rulers.
3.4 Conclusion

Festalen nurtured and helped in the re-awakening of the public sphere, engaging viewers and
politicians alike, scrutinizing the realities of contemporary Ethiopia without it facing
government censorship. Unlike the remark made by Solomon Deressa in the introduction,
Festalen’s humor is not veiled with multiple layers that would allow it to escape government
restriction. Most of Hyyayyu’s jokes are easy to understand as directly hostile jokes. They are
aggressive, and satirical. They disparage people, politicians, and the audience as well.

The play generally strives to stimulate critical awareness and provides questions for self-
reflection for the audience. People are encouraged to ask why they do not have tap water in
their homes and if that is really linked with the water business monopolies of the city. They are
pushed to question on what grounds unemployment became the norm in the city and what will
happen to their city’s unemployed youth. The play inspires people to laugh at the absurdity of
staying quiet in a bus that is going by the palace and to question what created this fear. In
essence, through the honorable characters of the play, people are pushed to think about justice
in all aspects of their lives.

The artist’s role is to find meaning out of the day-to-day lives of people, and Festalen
does that through humor. The ¢d@wata in Festalen show an attempt at creating social and
political meaning through Jyyayyu’s existence. This is not limited to just Hyyayyu but also
includes his neighbors, who on further thought are clear representations of various members of
the urban public.

On another level, what Festalen has achieved is that it shows individuals aren’t alone in
what they experience in the city. Lack of access to water, not being able to afford proper
housing, and similar questions pertaining to poverty and injustice are brought up and teased.
The play touches upon the increase in income gap between the wealthy and the poor of the city

and makes fun of those who live in gated houses and communities. This is unlike the previous
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settlement feature of the city, as, unlike ‘most African cities, historically Addis [Abédba’s]
social fabric had been mixed, where, until recently, rich and poor lived in the same
neighbourhood’.#*** And through laughter at these social points, a sense of community is created
at the theatre.

Through Festalen, we also observe rhetorical devices and techniques, such as repetition,
that urban Ethiopians use in dialogue. We notice that it is for a reason dyyayyu appears mad;
in line with the common belief that only mentally unhealthy people can speak their minds
openly and face little retribution from officials. There are also traceable yet subtle cultural
phenomena, such as the buying of chicken and sheep for holidays, the neighbours’ interactions
with one another and the survival of traditional institutions in neighbourhoods such as the
traditional hospital.

There are also continuations from the early twentieth century. Primarily, much like early
Ethiopian plays, Festalen is a play where performance is not as important as the spoken word.
It goes without saying that the play was staged in theatres built since the emperor’s time. The
play, as a modern cultural phenomenon in Addis Abéba is also still popular, even with cinema
and other sources of entertainment readily available. This means that the theatre is still one of
the city’s identification in comparison to other cities of the country. Another notable remark is
the value given to the virtues of people like Aldga Gébrd Hanna. Being witty, and unwavering
in one’s stance for truth is a skill that is still admired. Another continuation from the pre-
EPRDF years is the play’s engagement with questions about modernization.

Ethiopia’s early modernizers were discussed in previous chapters engaging with ideas of
how to modernize the country and what to avoid. Those like Kébbadd Mika’el had explicitly
mentioned accepting unwanted western values such as materialism as a potential danger.
Festalen shows playwrights discussing these similar ideas, but the difference is that Addis
Abiba is now home of these side-effects. Festalen is presenting the effects of consumer culture
and capitalism that seem to be eroding social values. His repeated jokes about the lack of food,
water, and housing, the three basic necessities for people to lead their lives, suggests the hopes
of early modernizers have not been achieved.

As depicted in the play, Ethiopians in Addis Abédba do not have equitable resource
management, access to basic necessities as well as rights to elect their government bodies. For
example, when considering housing problems, the EPRDF had designed the Integrated

Housing Development Program in 2005, which attempted to construct public housing, locally

423 Fasil Ghiorgis 2012, 58.
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known as condominiums, for low- and middle-income residents of the city. As of 2019,
175,000 units of these condominiums have been built.*>* There are also private housing
developments that are recorded, but there is still a ‘massive shortage of housing in Addis
[Abdba]’.*® This is related to dramatic population growth as well as immigration of Ethiopians
from rural areas to the capital. The condominium distributions were also riddled with
corruption and unfair methods which have yet to be answered.*? In addition, the poorest still
can’t afford down payments for the condominiums, let alone face the ‘skyrocketing market
prices for houses’.*?” In addition, one report from 2004 declared that about eighty percent of
the inner city houses of the capital ‘need replacement because of dilapidation’, and that ninety-
two percent of the population were poor and faced critical shelter problems including ‘housing
shortage, poor housing quality and poor living and working environment’.**® In 2018, the
number of urban dwellers who still resided in poor neighbourhoods and faced shelter problems
was at seventy-two percent.*?’

Often, Hyyayyu is a moral guide on stage. Previously in Ethiopian history, it was the state
that censored content of theatre and guided playwrights into crafting moralist theatre. And
experimental theatre often came about during the transition periods between regime changes.
Now, it is the playwrights themselves—who are to a certain degree acting under some restrain
of self-censorship—who are seen producing such productions. Festalen’s value is this ability
to take up social responsibility and scrutinize urban life, by studying all involved in life in
Addis Abéba, the politicians and the rest alike.

Festalen’s popularity might then be because of the weakening of institutions that had
hitherto been upholders of social values, i.e. religious institutions, schools, and government
bodies as well. The play presents criticism against a capitalist, money-driven social reality
taking root in urban Ethiopia which has eroded people’s sense of virtue and moral values as
well as some sense of a fear of God. For example, there are jokes that discuss gullible children
who are being invited to drug addiction by Ethiopians who only care about making money.

Festalen reminds the audience to reconsider this lifestyle through jokes and humor. The

424 Larsen et al. 2019, 8, 4.

425 Ibid., 12.

426 Anon. 2020.

427 Terefe Degefa and Djamba 2015, XI, 132.
428 Azeb Kelemework Bihon n.d., 8.

429 United Nations 2020, 120.
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absence of jokes that play on sexuality or experiment with religious questions are further
evidence for this. What is also expressed in the play is the presence of an irresponsible political
elite, and a public so afraid of the government that it does not even demand for the basic of
services. The play repeatedly mocks the pretense of democracy and negligent politicians and
administrators. Festalen is an example of the arts community ringing an alarm bell for
Ethiopians to rethink their lives in Ethiopia. All in all, the play presents a confused city with a
host of problems to deal with. On a grander scale, the play directs people’s attention to
questions of justice, equality and democratic rights.

Festalen is also a presentation of how urban Ethiopians use Ambharic in dialogues and
the features of spoken Amharic in the capital city. The play makes it clear that ¢adwata in form
of sarcasm and irony are a major feature of the city. This could be an indication that people
have resorted to humor to express themselves in the absence of spaces to be properly heard. As
discussed in the previous chapter, the elected people’s representatives of Ethiopia were mostly
unable to hold serious dialogue at the parliament with the rulers of Ethiopia as the late Méllés
Zenawi would often side-step direct questions or mock and belittle parliamentarians by using
humor. Much like Ethiopia’s rulers mock and belittle, characters of the play in this chapter do
the same. The questions being discussed in both spaces are similar, but there are no serious
discussions as to how to solve the predicament Addis Abéba or even the country is in.

The jokes of Festalen are similarly dominated by tendentious jokes. Tendentious jokes
expose and tease. There is very little chance that Hyyayyu’s jokes could do more than just make
people laugh while at the theatre. These jokes do not necessarily allow for interaction and
communication to take place, things that play an important role in working towards
understanding complexities of why things are the way they are. If the play is representative of
social life in the capital city, it can be deduced that the public sphere seems to lean towards
mockery. However, as an attempt, the play has upheld its artistic responsibility. In a space
where such critical voices were absent, Festalen dared to expose, ridicule, re-imagine and re-
assess urban Ethiopian life.

In conclusion, Festalen is not experimental like the plays and performances of pre-2005
Addis Abiba as it moralizes instead. And yet, it is still a popular venue of artistic expression.
The wide-ranging reach of the play is also demonstrable in how the new prime minister Abiy
Ahmed incorporates phrases and sayings from this play into his speeches. This is to mean that
the arts are watched by the urban dweller as well as the political figures of the country. Finally,
it is notable that the topics discussed through jokes at the parliament are similarly discussed

through the jokes of this play (which is in turn watched by the political elite of the country).
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The thesis has thus far investigated humor at the parliament and in spaces of performative
arts. The next section will now present the humor of non-political and uncontrolled spaces of
Addis Abéba.
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Chapter Four: Humor and Dissatisfaction in Addis Abéba
4.1 Introduction

We have thus far explored the use of humor at the parliament, and the theatre of contemporary
Ethiopia. Humor is invaluable in these spaces for expressing opinions about complex realities
facing Ethiopia, as a tool of disparaging opponents to show superiority or in assisting the
delivery of moral guidance. Political elite, for example, joke to show their supremacy over
others. Millds Zenawi is a prime example. He uses humor in his speeches at the parliament to
assert dominance by belittling, mocking and teasing opponents sometimes, and to present his
ideas in articulate ways other times. Opposition figures speaking to him are seen using word
play to provide their ideas the strength and power to be heard so their opinions aren’t made
disposable. Others who lacked this skill of articulation were in comparison given little respect
as orators. In fact, some of the interviewees stated the following about Méllds’ successor, Prime

Minister Hayld Maryam Déssalifi**® when asked about parliamentary debates and discussions.

MPH TIC WHAINT: DLATICLI® A (1P aPAQ O+: Hn (P LAz ACoT 10 PAD-I°
(LGIC APHTGI® ALIPCIP W78 UIC PAGLA: 22AM T (LAP 1D 22AMT AL KTLINZ TH LA

We want some sort of playfulness. Hayld Maryam... Méllés died, and then he was
replaced. That’s it; Hayld Maryam was forgotten. He doesn’t have grace; he doesn’t
entertain when he speaks. His way of speaking is not pleasing. He’s embarrassing as
a country. [ remembered he was in power when he resigned.

This chapter presents an ethnographic study of humor in Addis Abédba. The point is not

so much to prove the value of humor, but to show the various ways ¢dwata is used in the day-

to-day lives of Ethiopians.

439 Prime Minister Hayld Maryam Dissaléf ruled Ethiopia from the time of the death of Prime Minister
Millds Zenawi, up until his resignation in 2018.
431 Nati 2018. Nati is a University of Gondar graduate of 2020, raised in two neighbourhoods of Addis

Abéba, Loddta and Haya Huldt Mazorya.
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The first stage of research primarily involved observation of youth and their interactions
in the neighbourhoods of Haya Huldt Mazorya*? and Bella.*** This was supplemented by
observations of social life in the 18 gdbdle of Haya Huldt Mazorya, drawing on consultations
with elders (both women and men) and observation of their social events, including weddings,
funerals, addor** and agqub.**® In addition, I also took into consideration people’s interactions
in cafes, bars, public transportations, markets and coincidental political demonstrations. Social
media humor is not a part of the investigation here as it requires its own sort of data analysis
and methodology. This stage’s data collection mainly consists of notes taken down about
laughter, jokes told by people and the frequency and use of humor in people’s interactions in
various settings.

The second stage of research was interview based, with individuals from the same two
neighbourhoods. These interviews were mostly with young people aged fifteen to twenty-six,
aided with some controlled interviews with women and men older than the age of fifty.

After the interviews and personal observations followed data collection from two public
spaces of the capital city. The first space that was selected is Addis Abéba’s public transport
providers.*3® The research here consisted of collecting exposed texts in the minibuses of Addis
Abidba. The presentation of this data includes a historical look into the introduction of the
automobile in the early modern period of Ethiopia, and the beginning of public transport

services in the capital. The relief theory of humor and the disparaging theory of humor are

432 Haya Hulét Mazorya is the neighbourhood found in Bole sub-city that is located in the southeastern part
of the capital city. The neighbourhood is located in between the landmark churches of Qoddus Ura’el, Yékka
Mika’el and Bole Médhane ‘Alédm.

433 Bella neighbourhood is among the earliest founded neighbourhoods of Addis Abiba located close to
the French and Italian Legations. It is found in the Yékka sub-city of the capital, resting on the north-eastern end
of the city.

434 Hddor were initially funeral associations, and have now grown into social help associations found in
most neighbourhoods of the capital. ‘dddar’, E4e, 2 (2005), 225a-227a (D. Bustorf and C. G.H.Schaefer).

435 Hqqub is ‘a popular traditional credit association [...] and has a strong social and economic value since
it brings people of common interest together for the main purpose of saving money without going into the banking
system’. ‘dqqub’, E4e, 2 (2005), 346b—347a (C. G.H.Schaefer and Amsalu Aklilu).

436 Even though these quotes are also found on other means of transportation, I will proceed to use ‘minibus
quotes’ for the reason that I have mostly spoken to minibus drivers and their helpers about the writings in their

vehicles.
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again used to discuss the ninety minibus quotes which are presented in this chapter. In addition,
since a significant number of the minibus taxi quotes are proverbial in nature, a discussion of
some of the theories of proverbs by scholars of Ethiopian history and languages has been
included.

The second sources of data are the public political demonstrations that took place in
Addis Abiba from July to November of 2018. This second source provides humorous quotes
and sayings that were written on posters, as well as orally expressed as chants. The discussion
of public demonstration adds to the discussion of youth disenfranchisement in Addis Abéba.

The first reason these two sources were selected is that both taxi quotes and public
demonstrations contain jokes that are written or performed by the broader urban Ethiopian
public. The country’s political elite justify their political decisions pertaining to Addis Abéba
in the name of this group. Artists draw inspiration for their plays, and other creative productions
from this same group. In asking where urban Ethiopians, in close proximity to the Ethiopian
political elite, share and voice their opinions, the minibus writings are one of these spaces,
while political demonstrations are another.

Another reason is that the thesis assumes humor is an important tool used by members
of Addis Abéba to interact with power (be it political or social). Studying these spaces may
give us insight into a continuity of discussions among the public, and between the public and
the political elite. Taxi quotes are crucial for this for two reasons: one, the quotes are
expressions of the politically and economically marginalized youth sections of Addis Abéba.
And two, unlike plays and parliamentary debates, these expressions are meant neither for social
redirection, nor for demonstrating political might.

The thesis has thus far tried to demonstrate how humor is appreciated in both spoken and
written forms in urban Ethiopia. Studying the humor of the public is itself an exercise in
studying contemporary Addis Abédba. Taxi-quotes, unlike the humor of Festalen or the
parliament, are free and open ways for transport service providers to express themselves. They
are unbounded spaces for self-expressions that young taxi drivers and their helpers use to share
their opinions about their lives. This is the same for public demonstrations, where urban

Ethiopia indulges in freedom of expression.
4.1.1 Addis Abéba speaks about ¢iwata

The interviews and discussions held are important to show the value placed on playful and
humorous interaction in people’s social lives. Jokes are an intrinsic part of urban Ethiopia’s
existence, be it in the homes of the bereaved where young men and women go to console family

members of the departed, or at weddings, and joyous events. Serious matters of discussion are
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highlighted with ¢dwata from all members of society, as well as friendly group gatherings in
cafes, bars and in the streets of neighbourhoods. The ¢dwata include proverbs and aphorisms,
political jokes and non-tendentious humor. Older Ethiopians almost always recite witty
proverbs and sayings as an adage to their points.

From the interviews conducted with older men and women of Haya Huldt Mazorya, a
distinction appears in how they understand joking. They claim there are useful jokes, and
unnecessary or harmful jokes. These categories are similarly mentioned by youth, but they
attach slightly different meanings to them.

Useful jokes according to the elder members of Haya Huldt Mazorya are jokes that are
told to add to, and to contribute to conversations and speeches. This is an appreciation for
humor as a rhetoric device, or as an anecdotal reference to supplement people’s dialogues.
Word play is often appreciated, short and concise witty word play, all the more. At times
political jokes are also considered to be useful jokes. On the other hand, unnecessary jokes are
those that fuel envy, hatred and other negative emotions in discussions. Teasing is considered
a part of this. These seem like jokes that fall under the disparaging theory of humor.

An elderly woman from Haya Hulét Mazorya was asked if humor, or joking has value to
her and she responded as follows:

AP ATROF PPA? WLt UF? @ PF @< avAl: £ 1T AUy hA(F=
‘Spending the day without laughing and without ¢dwata? How would that be? The
humor has to be proper, of course’.

Older Ethiopians also identify useless banter as unnecessary, actively mentioning that
they notice this habit among the youth of Addis Abéba.

In Haya Huldt Mazorya and Bella, young people identify useful jokes as jokes which
allow them to look past their daily struggles, political and economic as well as social life. These
appear to be jokes that predominantly fall under the relief theory of humor. Harmful jokes are
repeatedly expressed as ‘jokes that belittle religion and ethnicity’. When asked to respond to
the older generation’s statements, Mo’a Wube, a seventeen-year-old from Haya Hulét Mazorya

said:

437 Informant C 2018. This conversation was held at her house in Haya Hulit Mazorya. Informant C was a

migrant to Addis Abdba from Willo in the 1970s.
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ALC Ah AE OCchT? AL 10 €IP147T NIGOLD LAP Pr7 oo AP 10-
PIr@-A@8

We basically spend our days joking. More than we discuss serious matters, we laugh
all day long.

Yoftahe Haylu from Bella neighbourhood said the following as to why he thinks this is:

+CT PAA ACT? QAIPGL 1< N977009° aoFC AATPTTA LaPANTA: D+ &k AL 4193
APMIP W 7L.9° ”heNA:z: 437

It is because we have an easy way of dealing with life. We can live on the minimum.
You see people smiling even though they may only eat once a day.

Yoftahe proceeded to recite a joke about his neighbourhood which he said demonstrates

what life is like under EPRDF:

A7 P0A (4G FAP AT ThAD: PALTTHT HE AaPRLT LA1D: ALBCMT PALC LIOVT APAS
INC AS AP OC BLD- «PHHhA HE avRlT M1 OTFFF 10+ 500 AC PN AANP» NAD-
B8Nz © ABLT PHEILD HG F8f N10FD P10 ATC AL DS PLLADS 97 hGC
APFAOA Ak (18097, L30T Lavme AS «ACAP AP HZEC 1MI° ANHTDFA: a0 247
ALALPG T9° ARYT 10 T1RL WIRTIR TN hSDIP? AA 500 AC PM» NAPTFO-
S8 (POHED 7 ATU AFe POALT ATPFDT APt P00 B9 (LLCA PPOAD-
WEAGT «h78 ATE MMSP ALLAI® H2LC: APHT (b NCAPD Au-T £9° AP ALtk
PaMAISA? 7 LATID- 10Dy LATFDT «hLE AT DLy NAD- MmPek:

One old woman of the Bella neighbourhood wanted to cut down a tree she planted.
As she was doing this, the neighbourhood patrol known as ddnb were passing by and
they heard her. They went and told her that it is illegal to cut down any tree and that
she faces a fine of 500 Birr. The next day, the half-cut tree fell on the neighbor’s
fence and as the neighbors were discussing what to do, the ddnb returned again. This
time they said ‘woman, you are causing too much trouble. Do you not know that you
cannot build anything without consent from the government? You face another 500
Birr fine’ and left. On the third day, this woman went to the gdbdle with her cow that
had just given birth. When she got to the gdbdle the workers said ‘you must not be
healthy this year, woman. Weren’t you being fined the past few days and now you
have brought your cow to us? What do you want?’. The woman responded, ‘May I
milk her?’.

438 Mo’a Wube 2018. Mo’a is born and raised in Haya Huldt Mazorya and is a third-year student at Arba
Minch University.

439 Yoftahe Haylu 2018.

440 There are more jokes listed in appendix C. These jokes were all written down during field work in Addis

Abdéba.
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This joke falls under the relief theory of humor, expressing how people felt suffocated
by the government, to the point that they assume they have to ask for permission to milk their
OWN COWS.

Another respondent, Hayld Gébra’el, a 16-year-old from Haya Huldt Mazorya, added a
clarification about the joking culture as he sees it:

NU-A9® OC NPPNAT ATPATI bz FO-OF7 EmEIA LANARS LG LT A7 RFAd:*
You don’t just joke with everyone. You need to know one another on some level, or
it might seem disrespectful.

Milaku Bérihun, a respondent found in Haya Huldt Mazorya but originally from
Cirqos** neighbourhood added that he agrees with what the older Ethiopians have said:

BAPE ah GFO: AGAPPMAT WTE ATPALI® Az ov-@: ao@Y @+ (7T h Mgt
The old people are correct. We don’t joke; we mock sarcastically. All we do is make
fun of things at any given opportunity.

Young recent migrants to Addis Abidba from various parts of Ethiopia had similar
opinions to what a barista at Maldda Cafe in the neighbourhood Arat Kilo*** said about Addis
Abiba’s social life:

ACLS 1@ oA 0P TILC: DA ALAPI® A7 P04AT LPABA: AT RIC T78C AU P4
THavAd PAIP: AS.0 AN AU~ TINTPAA 0

I guess it is being sly, laughing to get through your days. He doesn’t laugh genuinely,
but he makes fun of things. In our country in Gondér, such kind of pretention doesn’t
exist. | witnessed pretention in Addis Abéba.
A general research question can then be formed to guide a proper study of humor of the

public of Addis Abdba: what does Addis Abdba laugh about? Understanding this allows us to

hypothesize the reasons the city’s public spaces are dominated with humor and laughter. Is it a

4“1 Hayld Gibra’el 2018.

442 Cirqos is one of the sub-cities of Addis Abéba and is located in the city center. This neighbourhood
was mentioned in chapter three, section 3.2.3, as the neighbourhood of the character Zafu Zénbal.

443 140 Seba is an urban slang that refers to old people.

444 Malaku Bérihun 2018.

45 Arat Kilo is the neighbourhood where many Ethiopian government buildings such as the parliament,
Ministry of Education as well as some Addis Ababa University campuses are located. It is also where the Holy
Trinity Cathedral lies, where Emperor Hayli Sollase, and Prime Minister Millis Zenawi are buried.

446 Tnformant D 2018.
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cultural phenomenon? Or is it as some argue ‘a great weapon of survival’ and that which the

ordinary Ethiopian has perfected as art?*4’
4.1.2 Modernization and the automobile: Transport in Addis Abédba

As already mentioned, Ethiopia’s modernizing emperor, Tewodros II, wanted to acquire
Europe’s technological advancements. By Emperor Manilok’s time, several of these were being
introduced into Ethiopia. One of the many is the automobile.

The first automobile was brought to Ethiopia from England in 1907/1908 during the reign
of Emperor Manilok I1.#*® When the automobile was presented to the emperor, he asked «AaPUPr
0 LCA AgPavA( 97 LU LH 480302 APVE AT (1NPAe hHY 108 LCA AgPavAn 1970 A% T 20T
» ‘How long would it take it to get to the market and back? You see, on a mule, half an hour is
enough for us to get to the market and return’.*#

The automobile made a trip to the market and returned in six minutes. The emperor then
climbed into the vehicle and sat next to the driver disregarding the pleas of his ministers and
advisors to dismount. The emperor asked for his wife to join, but Taytu was indignant. The
automobile started moving and gaining speed; and the emperor’s entourage (both on foot and
on horses) followed in speed. Emperor Monilok became the first Ethiopian to ride an
automobile on the road to Addis Aldim town.*® The emperor would soon learn to drive the
automobile himself. But at the time, the emperor was upset that other Ethiopian ministers or
officials and other people at his court were not willing to try driving or riding in the vehicle.
He lamented, «v-c7 T1C 22 A1C A0+ (LED-PAT; LA AT INC: 17 ARPINFDIO: AFI° ARAIP:m ‘1
would have loved if my country’s people learned everything. But it won’t work for them. They
do not want to’.*!

By the mid-twentieth century, automobiles would grow to be symbols of elite power that
they had even become matters of international relations. For example, upon his return from

exile in 1941, Emperor Hayld Sollase entered Débrd Marqos where the ruler of Goggam Ras

Haylu Tdkld Haymanot presented himself for surrender coming late to the meeting in his Alfa-

447 Hama Tuma 1993, x.

448 The full details of how the car was brought and by whom is found recorded in Pawlos Nofio 1992, 272—
287.

449 Pawlos Noflo 1992, 284.

439 Other authors write that the witty musician and craftsman Tésimma H8éte was Ethiopia’s first licensed
automobile driver. Yodnéqaccdw Tasamma 1992, 1.

451 Pawlos Nofio 1992, 287.
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Romeo car. The car was an Italian make, and it was testimony to the fact that the Ras had
‘collaborated with the Italians’ during the emperor’s five years of exile.**?

This is not the only case where the West was using automobiles as part of its relationship
with Ethiopian rulers. After the Second World War, as Ethiopia turned her face towards the
United States, the emperor received ‘four military jeeps’ from them. This was followed by the
British sending in a ‘brand new Rolls Royce’ car to woo the emperor, which was outdone by

the Americans flying in a ‘luxurious long Cadillac’ to Addis Abéba.*>?

4.1.3 Addis Abiba’s transport System

The introduction of the automobile is important for this chapter in so far as it helps present the
transformation of the capital city in just over a century. Some of the ruling elite of Emperor
Manilok’s time who were too afraid of automobiles were still alive when the automobile
became a matter of imperial as well as elite power. Those with the money and means to drive
automobiles could do so, while the poor could not. Today, the automobile is not necessarily a
symbol of power and wealth; but it is the main way of transportation for the people of Addis
Abiba. Mules, and carts pulled by animals are no longer the main means of transportation.
Part of the urban transport system is the public transport that provides service for the
general public for a fee. In Addis Abidba, though public transport is vital for the vast majority
of the population, it is especially essential for low-income groups who may not have ‘access to
private transport’.** As of 2014, 2.2 million people of Addis Abéba use public transport
services which include the minibus taxis and the Anbéssa city busses.*>> Anbissa busses**® are
state owned while minibus taxis are private owned. There are about 10,000 minibus taxis all
seating 12 people at a time, and 487 Anbissa busses that can carry about 100 people all together

both seated and standing).*’” While there are other newly introduced city transportation
g y y P

452 Brlich 2018, 80.

453 Ibid., 94.

454 Tilahun Meshesha Fenta 2014, 2, 121.

455 Ibid., 122.

436 Anbissa busses begun their transport services during the Italian occupation of the capital. Bérihun
Kéabbada 2000, 513.

457 Id
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providing busses, these two remain the most used in the city as of today.*® In addition, the
popular minibus taxis employ about 50,000 Ethiopians.*>°

The first taxi providers were known as the saycento (i.e. Italian seicento, that is, ‘six
hundred’), the small four seating taxis that provided transport services during Emperor Hayl4
Sollase’s time for twenty-five cents. These were later replaced with the Fiat and Lada taxis.*6
In an article titled ‘The Seicento Menace’ Worq Aferahu Kebede writes that the saycento is ‘a
600 c.c. vehicle to the mini-car manufacturing Italian firm’ which was introduced to help the

urban transport problem in 1959.#! Worq Aferahu adds:

despite the variety of mischief that the seicento drivers are practicing, they provide
an important service for the public. Considering the time factor involved in waiting
for a bus and the slowness and lack of comfort [the seicento] have been the best
alternatives to buses for the last decade. Although the General Ethiopian Transport
Company may not like to admit it, the introduction of seicentos to the capital forced
considerable improvement in the standard of urban buses. It was only after the

Italian-made seicentos hit the streets of the capital that the bus company began to

import German-made Mercedes buses in greater number for public use.***

Similar small taxis are still in service today but are expensive as drivers set the prices
themselves. These are mostly used by individuals who can afford to pay these prices and they
are also different from buses as they go to wherever the payer wants to go.

The other taxi service providers introduced during the Dérg period are those known as
the wayayyat ‘dialogue’ taxis.*>> They are so named because of the way people sit in these taxis,
facing one another. These service providers were then replaced by the minibus taxis which are
among the fundamental ways of going around the city today.

Minibus taxi providers were not primarily restricted to routes as the Anbéssa bus drivers.
Only in 2011 was a law introduced forcing the minibuses to carry signs known as tapela which

would indicate the neighbourhoods each minibus was allowed to operate in.*** 259 routes were

458 This is disregarding the peripheries of the city which still use animal carts and three wheeled vehicles
generally referred to as the bagag.

459 Tilahun Meshesha Fenta 2014, 2, 123.

469 There was one woman driver during the emperor’s time who provided transport service in the male
dominated field. Bairu Tafla 2020.

461 Worq Aferahu Kebede and Kyriazis 1969, 1, 24.

462 Worq Aferahu Kebede and Kyriazis 1969, 1, 26.

463 Samo‘on Marayye 2020.

464 Taddisd Gibrd Maryam 2011, 34, 5.

159



registered for these minibuses. This declaration entailed other stipulations including: ‘all
minibuses will provide services from Monday until Saturday from 7 am until 8:30 pm in their
routes; on holidays and on Sundays they are allowed to rest or work outside the neighbourhoods
registered on their tapela’.*®> However, minibus service providers do not necessarily stick to
these laws or their routes on their tapela. This and other related problems were reported on an
audit report written three years after this law took effect.*® Despite the law, the minibus taxi
system remains, to a certain degree, a ‘demand-driven public transport system that operates
without routes maps, timetables or central co-ordination’.#

This is in contrast to the Anbéssa bus service which has 112 routes identifiable by
numbers known to its users. An example is bus number twenty-two, Haya Huldt in Amharic,
which ends its route in what is now the neighbourhood of Haya Huldt Mazorya. The
neighbourhood was named after this end point, as the bus would turn back and return from
there.

The transport service providers are woefully inadequate for the city, and minibus drivers
are often speeding across the city trying to reach their destinations as quickly as they can so as
to provide as much service as possible. Early morning and evening rush-hours are often the
times that are difficult to get transportation services, and these are the times minibus taxis are
seen finding creative routes across the city to avoid traffic congestion and to maximize profit
at the same time. This added by the mostly young age of the drivers has created a tense
relationship between the minibus taxi service providers and urban dwellers. They are often
regarded as being reckless. They are also accused for ‘loading extra passengers’ and having
‘bad behavior’ which ‘make taxi transport difficult’.43
This is similar to the accusations the saycento drivers faced in the 1960s. Referring to

Addis Reporter again, Worq Aferahu lists accusations made against the saycento over five

decades ago. He writes,

[t]o the city traffic cop [the seicento] is still the untamed coyote that needs some
domestication; to the motorist it is no less than a daily menace and to the pedestrian
the seicento is merely tolerated as a beast of burden. Since the seicento drivers started
to dominate the Addis street scene about 10 years ago, nothing much has changed in
their [behavior]. [...] A bank employee had to sell his car to pay court costs after

465 Taddisd Gibrd Maryam 2011, 34, 5.
466 The details of this are found in Anon. 2013, 16.
467 Anon. 2013, 16.

468 Mintesnot Gebeyehu and Takano 2007, 10, 32.
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being sandwiched between two seicentos in a narrow street in the Fit Ber area and
somehow coming off in the wrong.**’
In addition, he gives a humorous presentation of the relationship saycentos had with
traffic police. It is interesting that this depiction applies to contemporary taxi drivers and traffic

policemen as well.

Since one of the main prerequisites to be a taxi driver in Addis [Abéba] is a thorough
knowledge of the streets and the areas where the traffic police are on the watch,
catching a cab driver red-handed in a violation is a rare ‘luxury’ for the police.
Granted that the seicento drivers have the same right as any other motorist ‘you

cannot charge any cab driver just because you may suspect that he has violated some

traffic rules somewhere else’.*”°

Explaining why the taxi drivers drive recklessly, he writes that a saycento driver
disclosed that ‘every seicento driver has a murderous temper when a fellow taxi driver
overtakes him, since any slackening of speed means a loss of a [somuni]*’"”.#’2 This is the same
accusation that is put about the minibus drivers of Addis Abéba today with the same logic
behind it. But empirical research conducted in Addis Abdba shows cases where ‘younger, less
educated drivers reported more safe driving behavior than older, more educated drivers’ .47 A
possible explanation given for this was that since younger drivers did not own their vehicles,
they were more careful. This theory could also apply to the minibus taxi service providers who
work on vehicles owned by other individuals on a salary. In fact, data also shows that minibus
taxis are in high demand as they are convenient, and often reach their destinations quickly.*’*
For inner city travellers, the only way bus services happen to be a better option is considering
affordability.*”

And yet, there are very few research papers that explain or attempt to investigate how
minibus taxi service providers view themselves and their role in the city, or how they interact
with the people they provide services for. One way of doing this is studying the exposed texts

they place in their minibuses; exposed in that, they are written for the public service users.

469 Worq Aferahu Kebede and Kyriazis 1969, 1, 24.
470 Ibid., 26.

471 Samuni is the name of twenty-five cents.

472 Worq Aferahu Kebede and Kyriazis 1969, 1, 26.
473 Newnam et al. 2014, 68, 3.

474 Mintesnot Gebeyehu and Takano 2007, 10, 43.

475 Tbid., 43.
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4.1.4 Discussion concerning proverbs

Several interviewees mention what they believe the late prime minister Médllds Zenawi said
when asked about humor and proverbs: Az 0247 CATIC- 4t WG Phé-C 0+ 10+ “What I am
tired of is the proverbs of the Amhara and the budget of the Afar’.*’® Whether or not Mills,
known for his humor and sarcastic proverbs in public speeches, said this is not important. It
reaffirms the belief that the Amharic speaking people of Ethiopia use proverbs in their
speeches. The satirist Hama Tuma has said, ‘armed with proverbs, the Ethiopian faces his grim
reality’.4”’

A significant number of the exposed texts in minibuses are aphorisms or proverbs; and
they are predominantly playful and humorous. The Lebanese American philosopher and
mathematician Nassim Nicholas Taleb says that ‘[a]phorims, maxims, proverbs, short sayings,
even, to some extent, epigrams are the earliest literary form — often integrated into what we
now call poetry’.#’® He adds that beyond the various uses aphorisms have, the speakers are
often heralded for compressing ‘powerful ideas in a handful of words’.#”

The scholar Jon Abbink defines a proverb as a ‘short, often metaphoric, statement about
human behavior expressing local “wisdom” and socio-cultural values prevalent in the social
group or society of the speaker’.**® But he is not convinced that proverbs should be accorded

credit as carriers of ‘normative ideas or values or worldview of a particular society or cultural

group’.*8! He writes:

they cannot be taken too literally as a guide to [...] values and norms. One can defend
almost any viewpoint — be it progressive or reactionary, patriarchal or gender-
sensitive, humane or oppressive — on the basis of certain proverbs in one culture:
they are opportunistic and situational, and thereby contradictory. Proverbs are thus
not necessarily ‘age-old wisdom’, but rather succinct syntheses of pragmatic insight,
of momentary life injunctions that under certain conditions serve as mediating flag-
posts in social interaction. [...] One might even go further and contend that in the
flow of conversation or argument, proverbs also often act as ‘conversation stoppers’,

476 Nati 2018.

477 Hama Tuma 2020.
478 Taleb 2010, 152.
479 1d.

480 Abbink 2017, 6.
481 Ibid., 7.
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i.e. as pithy truisms they stop an argument dead in its tracks, because they generate
no opposition and summarize a shared assumption of the speaker.***

Abbink’s stance is that proverbs are essential in persuasion and pragmatics but not
necessarily as holders of a society’s wisdom.

It has been established thus far that renowned Ambharic rhetoricians and public speakers
use humor as well as sayings, often called sond qgal, abbabal, tirdt, massaloyawi anndigagdr,
in their deliveries. Chapter one explored some of the ways poetry and poetic proverbs were
relayed by notable individuals and the rest alike to express events, occurrences and opinions.
Proverbs are a useful source of information about particular opinions held by people. And
knowing proverbs is an admired skill in speech. A proverb is as much a rhetorical device used
for persuasion purposes, just like ¢dwata. Bald gane Hiruie Ermias suggests that ‘individuals
that can suitably state proverbs are genuinely proud of themselves’.*83 Hiruie also holds that
proverbs are ‘transmitted orally from generation to generation’ and recited by people of all
ages in dialogue and conversation.*%*

By drawing from both Hiruie and Abbink, the preceding section will investigate if the
proverbs posted in minibuses are humorous in nature, and what they allude to. It will also be
interesting to see if, as Abbink says, proverbs are often contradictory and show momentary

synthesis rather than age-old wisdom.
4.2 ‘Where else will we be heard?’ — Public transportation quotes

«hA T WTINT?» “Where else will we be heard?” Dagom, a young driver from the
neighbourhood Soro Meda responded to a question about why his taxi’s interior is covered with
sayings and quotations.*®> His response indicates the minibus is a space where he can be heard.
From such an expression, taxi service providers appear to be experimenting with crafting their
own spaces of freedom of speech having been denied other spaces where they can be heard.
Beyond what Addis Abédba’s minibus taxi drivers say about themselves, popular opinion
across the city holds that they are in sum reckless drivers and disrespect traffic as well as social
rules. They are accused of ‘bad driver behavior, excessive fares, and high accident rates’.*%¢ As

a result, tension abound between these service providers and the city’s transport users. The

482 Abbink 2017, 7.

483 Hiruie Ermias 2020, 12, 28.
484 Ibid., 29.

485 Dagom 2018.

486 Mintesnot Gebeyehu and Takano 2007, 10, 31.
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city’s taxis are however crucial to the urban dweller, without whom getting around would be
unimaginable. They are essential. And taxi drivers operate with this knowledge of their crucial
value in Addis Abéba.

It is in this social relationship that this section will present and discuss quotes and sayings
taxi drivers and their helpers post in their vehicles. These quotes present unfiltered opinions of
Addis Abiba’s youth, mostly young people who came of age under EPRDF.* It is a revealing
exercise as these quotes, written and thought of by these same young Addis Abdbans, expose
their understanding of their places in the capital, their relationship to power, authority and
rulers as well as their relationships with other members of Addis Abéba. All in all, these sayings
present an all too necessary window into the lives of young contemporary Addis Abdbans.

Part of the task is to explore the sayings of minibuses and trace their origins. This does
not imply finding the original source of their expressions, but to see if the quotes placed in
open spaces of Addis Abdba are evolved from previous sayings or if at all they are creations of
the contemporary period. Popular individuals’ speeches, music poems, books as well as other
sources supply Ambharic sayings. As Abbink suggests, proverbs may not represent grand ideas
about the society that uses them and are often used in dialogue for persuasion purposes. But
when written in text form and put-on display in open spaces of a city, it is safe to assume that
they do reflect opinions and thoughts of individuals who put them there.

This section does not rival other works that are collections of Amharic proverbs,*®® but it
does contribute towards understanding sayings of an essential service providing group in Addis
Abidba. Some of the sayings collected from minibuses are not necessarily proverbs, but
sarcastic jokes, which are often demeaning. But to some like Taleb, sarcasm is a measure of
intellectual sophistication.*®® To targets of these tendentious jokes, they may not necessarily
appear so. While whether or not sarcastic aphorisms mark one’s intellectual prowess is another
discussion, as many minibus writings have been gathered and presented as spaces of expressing

opinions.

487 71% of Ethiopia’s population is under the age of 30. Megquier and Belohlav 2014.

488 A well-known book of proverbs is Mahtimi Sollase Wildd Misqil’s PAGAF #C0 Yi Abbatoc Qars
which provides over three thousand proverbs. A list of similar works is provided in Hiruie Ermias 2020, 12, 29—
30.

489 Taleb 2010, 154.
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A point of disclaimer is necessary, when studying taxi-quotes and sayings, the data
collected disregards decorations of minibuses, including pictures of famous and religious

figures. Declarations of faith are also disregarded.
4.2.1 Quotes: Presentation and discussion

‘Golden Boy Bruk’ is the name of the author of most of these collected quotes. Many taxi
drivers on the route from Soro Meda to Misqil Square claim that they buy their quotes from
him around the Addis Abéba stadium.**° Some say that they supply their own quotes, and he
writes them by hand on film paper. Others say that he also has his own sayings already written
and prepared for sale. These taxi quotes are written on film paper not bigger than a dimension
of 15 cm by 15 cm.

Though not all quotes are written by him, Addis Abdba’s minibuses’ interiors are
decorated with sayings printed on similar film-paper. Today, other forms of digitally written
and printed quotes are also noticeable in taxis. The most notable thing about the form of these
quotes is their limitation of space, forcing people to come up with short and concise sayings.
In general, the longest quote in the collection below has seventeen words, and the shortest one
has four. Yokunno amlak Mézgébu, an Addis Abédba University lecturer of linguistics until
2018, stated that the Amharic language strives on short sentences and one who grasps the
language well is expected to achieve a high level of sophistication in a few words.*! Youth of
Haya Huldt Mazorya explained a similar sentiment when asked about what constitutes being
funny or humorous, «71C7 AGPINZ PI>FMPILE PO LONIPA: AL P3 (L7 LIPLNN: AMC MY
e A A.51C=»*? ‘Tt depends on the word you use to describe a situation. It’s better if it’s like
gane, short and saying a lot of things’. Even young Ambharic speakers give value to concise
statements that can relay strong and deep messages. Here we also observe the continuity of

spoken word cultures such as gane.

490 1 was unable to find Bruk.
41 Yokunno’amlak Mizgéibu 2018.

492 Eliyas 2018.
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Image 1: Picture taken in an Addis Abdba minibus — headed from Kasancis to Haya Hulat
Mazorya. It reads, «A@CS T+ hén ALIPC P4 10— Paé-A!» ‘It is good when showers and
criticism begin at the head — it clears!’

The texts selected for discussion are taken from written and documented quotes during
fieldwork in Addis Abiba, from countless minibus rides across the city. Ninety of them are
presented below, categorized in broad groupings for the sake of presentation and analysis.
Some are proverbs and aphorisms; others are funny statements and commands. One category
was created for quotes that could be traced to another proverb or are proverbs themselves.
Three other categories were formed based on the thematic nature of the quotes. The texts of
these three categories can be generally understood as humorous expressions.

All in all, the four categories are namely: (1) renderings of popular sayings, (2)

confrontational or rude statements, (3) social commentary and (4) political commentary.
4.2.1.a Renderings of popular sayings

This category contains taxi-quotes that are simply copied from popular sayings or are renditions
of proverbs and sayings. Instead of grouping these into thematic categories for analysis, each
saying will be considered individually as each is representative of imaginative continuity of a

culture of proverbial expressions.

4.2.1.a.1 &PC ha Fha. a0 2PSA “If there is love a taxi becomes a bus’

This is a play on the proverb &#C hA A7& A78¢ AAPNF £0PA “If there is love, one angdra
will be enough for five people’. It does keep the original quote’s idea that love creates a sense
of abundance of things. It is funny because it is meant to express the taxi service providers’
insistence that more than twelve people can fit in a taxi. They’re using ¢dwata for persuasive

purposes.
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4.2.1.a.2 002G P hoL A% £04A ‘A rude person and a trophy (cup) widen
towards their mouths’

This is an actual saying. It is humorous for the imagery it provokes. They denote someone
who is a baldge — here meaning someone who is rude and insulting — with having a wide mouth.
Taxi drivers deal with many kinds of individuals daily and some might insult them or engage
in arguments with them. It could also apply generally to people who are rude outside the taxis

as well. This quote disparages such individuals.

4.2.1.a.3 b h@ 0.7 AT 297 137 00¢- AThahd ‘Let us prevent the spread of HIV
and bad shoe odor’

When the HIV epidemic engulfed Ethiopia, the late Prime Minister Méllds Zenawi led a
campaign to mitigate its spread. One of the ways was using catchphrases, among which was:
T K 17 09¢ h7hAhA “let us prevent the spread of HIV together’. Youth have added to this
saying in a playful way, by campaigning to eradicate bad shoe-smell. It is funny, but also
serious. For the taxi service providers, people with smelly shoes and feet are a serious problem

to their job. Hence, this joke falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.a.4 TTrFOTC L0460 ACPSA AHA%GAI® &'+C ‘“Manchester will win, may Arsenal
live forever’

This is a rendering and a play on a popular saying ‘A +2%f AHA%GA® ++C° ‘May Ethiopia
live forever’. This is about the English Premier League and is humorous as Arsenal fans are
accepting their fate as supporters of a club which seems to never win, but they still show their

allegiance to it. This humor falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.a.5 AQ@- 7 -7 W78, 797 Atu-T ‘Be sincere to people, not annoying’

A play on the saying ‘A0@- ¢7 v-7 ‘be sincere to people’, the author of this text found a
word close to $7 gon ‘sincere’ with an opposite meaning and attached it to the original saying.

This is a disparaging joke giving a lesson on virtue to those who may read it.

4.2.1.a.6 00 AAS QAV AF3“1CC ‘Do not complain about what you have; there is
worse’

This is not a joke but was among one of the most commonly spotted quotes in various
taxis. It advices people to be grateful with what they have. It could be seen as a coping

mechanism for life in general.
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4.2.1.a.7 K7TC QA7 10 W78, v hPP179° “We strive to live, but to die is not
difficult’

This is a play on a popular means of expressing reasons as to why people are quiet,
patient, humble: A7+C NA7 1@+ H® P01@- “We are quiet for the sake of living’. This is the
response many Addis Abdba Ethiopians state when asked why they don’t speak up about
various societal, economic or political issues. Youth have put a grim turn on the saying
declaring that they can die, it is just for the sake of living that they don’t. It is a joke that mocks
the original saying, while subtly describing helplessness. The quote makes dying a simple

affair. This falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.a.8 A7rt0? gl The® PYO- mS 10 ‘Even if your neck is cut off, the main
thing is health’

The popular saying P5@ m,S 1@ ‘Health is the most important [thing]’ is similarly
mocked here. It seems youth are teasing people’s repeated use of this phrase by adding ‘even
if your head is cut off” to the famous aphorism. It is funny considering the countless times older
women and men repeat this phrase in conversations. It is often invoked to comfort people from
giving up hope in desperate situations of poverty, loss of property and the like. It can be
categorized as a relief theory joke as it shows how people comfort one another in difficult

times.

4.2.1.a.9 °hlm- oo« A9°(L YA 0T Aderhl@« “Advice him, Advice him, if he
refuses to listen send a girl to advice him’

The original saying is °hd@- 9°n@- AP hA avhé- £9°nl@- Advice him, advice him, if
he refuses to listen then may the suffering advise him’. They’ve made sure the rhythm of the
proverb hasn’t changed in this new rendition. But they’re expressing something akin a feeling
that young boys will only listen to girls. This ¢dwata can fall under the disparaging theory of

humor as it teases young men.

4.2.1.a.10 A0L7 £AL %2 @19+ 2TAN ‘The person who hasn’t seen the Abbay (Blue
Nile) may go and see it’

The actual proverb is 4027 £A? 975> L9154\ ‘The person who hasn’t seen Abbay will
praise a small stream’. The proverb is itself a jab at people who praise small achievements
while disregarding major ones. The rendition seems impatient with the old phrase as the new
saying is dismissive. The humour lies in this disparaging trait of the quote, ‘if you haven’t seen

it you may go see it’.
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4.2.1.a.11 720 410G 9°F -+¢0 1@ *A clean conscience is a comfortable pillow’

This is an aphorism that is not changed from the original.

4.2.1.a.12 A@7 b9k A0 A78T LTPAT PTIN W77 AP (16 LOHOAPA ‘Don’t judge
people, how could you judge anyone, even a flee will make you remove your
pants’

This is a poetic proverb that isn’t changed from the original. The poem itself is also

amusing in the metaphor it draws. It reminds people to not be contemptuous.

4.2.1.a.13 ao72,9° p139° LY7 L4d.ml. LaPNAPA ‘An uneducated rich man believes he
created the poor’

Here is an expression of frustration to uneducated rich people who assume they’ve
created, and thus own the poor. It disparages how some rich people may act towards the poor
of Addis Abéba. It falls under the relief theory of humor as minibus service providers are
expressing their discontent about how some treat others. They are reminding people that
nobody is God and that they did not create, and do not have a say over the lives of the poor.

They are stating that the rich and poor are equally human.

4.2.1.a.14 ot £A 9°90C h7k 10+ ‘Beauty without discipline is useless’

This is a popular proverb. It moralizes about virtue and beauty.

4.2.1.a.15 A7& TI&PC L 10 v\t TIEPC L 10 Ot TIEPC 17 DrFCOTIL 1@+
‘Loving one is mandatory, loving two is a commercial activity, loving three
though is contraband’

This saying exists in its original form without the part about the contraband. The meaning
of the original hasn’t changed, but youth are trying to make it funny by adding a phrase to it
that makes the act of loving three times almost illegal. It describes youth’s opinions about love

and romantic relationships. This mockery falls under the disparaging theory of humor.

4.2.1.a.16 700 #5 0% QMAINTFO: hOTH H1T &1L A TFD- ‘1 served them
going up and down, now they think I’m a rock they found in a river’

This is also not changed from its original expression. The playful poem can be considered
a relieving humor as it expresses the plight of someone being kind to others but being treated
as worthless. The text expresses disappointment about others taking advantage of one’s

sincerity.
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4.2.1.a.17 A@0CS T héh ALIPC T4 1@ — P ‘It is good when showers and
criticism begin from the head — they clear’

This here was originally ¥ hé0 AL9°C T4 1@« “Criticism is best when it starts from
the self’. The joke hinges on the word hé-q kdras which has two meanings. One is ‘head’, and
the other is ‘oneself’. They’re turning a simple phrase into a gane in this instance. In addition,
the word £mé-d yatdiral which is added in the end helps complete the gane as it works for both

meanings of the phrase: a clear head through self-criticism, and a clean self through showers.

4.2.1.a.18 o024 PppATF PAD- A U-I° TLOTIC LaPOAPA ‘A person with a hammer
for a head assumes everyone else is a nail’

This is a well-known proverb posted in a taxi without any changes to it. It is humorous
as it mocks aggressive people by suggesting they can only solve problems through violence. It

is a disparaging joke.
4.2.1.a.19 avi\h 747 NO9° £.L14- “Y ou support an unattractive person with praises’

This is also another proverb which hasn’t been changed from its original. It is, again,
disparaging.
4.2.1.a.20 a@- 1@+ AQ@- a0L:3-F A person is another person’s medicine’
This is yet another proverb without any change rendered to it. The wisdom of it lies in
expressing how people need people to live. Another interpretation could be that the author is
referring to people supporting one another in contexts that involve bureaucracy and other

official matters. The proverb could be about knowing people who can help when such

circumstances arise.

4.2.1.a.21 avp\hge goan €M7 FOCAAT ‘A good tongue appeases anger’

This is an original proverb as well. It denotes how sincere and well-meaning utterances
can de-escalate situations. This proverb allows us to see people’s attitudes to violence, and

conflict and how to solve them.

4.2.1.a.22 099240 TANE 24AA A ACTAT “10T ‘A statement asking for others to
notice what is going on is better than showing unnecessary power’

Again, here is another proverb that isn’t changed which is about one’s use of violence.

4.2.1.a.23 °hl@- Pnl@- AP0, ha PAtL £9°04@+ ‘Advise him, advise him, if he
won’t listen let Qaliti advise him’.
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Qaliti is where one of the prisons of Addis Abiba is located. This joke is similar to the
text listed on number 4.2.1.a.9. Only this time, it is not replaced by a girl’s advice, but rather
by Qaliti prison. The ¢dwata falls under the relief theory of humor as it reminds people of the
prison conditions since the author of this text equates mdkdra ‘suffering’ from the original

proverb to Qaliti.

4.2.1.a.24 '+¢ Nt €890 PPN ANT hh ha “If you call it life, even a refrigerator
will feel warm — says Coca Cola’

¢ hat aoPNC® PPN “if you call it life, even a grave is warm enough’ is here
hilariously changed to a Coca-Cola’s opinions of life in a refrigerator. The joke is a description
of leading a metaphorically cold life but claiming that it is alright because it is one’s life. It
falls under the relief theory of humor as it presents a way people deal with their lives and how

humans accept misfortunes.

4.2.1.a.25 7 Tt L LPATE P0FT7 £avt A2 (AT ‘Because the times changed on
her, our house’s cat was eaten by a mouse’

This is a play on the common expression of time as a cyclical reality.***> What rises must
fall, what is born must die. The expression ¢7 A.TA** gdn sital ‘when the day drops someone’,
is a popular phrase refering to changing times which can lead to one’s luck running out. People
who were once successful will no longer be successful when the day comes. Those who were
at the bottom will get their chance at luck. This is what is described in the case of a mouse
eating the cat. An order is disturbed, and it implies that anything can happen when the time
comes. This is not a tendentious joke as it has no other purpose than to invoke a wise saying

through humor. Youth are rephrasing a popular aphorism without distorting its meaning.

4.2.1.a.26 ¢ Ot TILYT ALYPT R° aPPLAFT €6 — ANT 058 ‘Do not fear growing
slowly, fear staying in the same position — says the bagag’

An inanimate object is speaking in this case. The joke is regarding the size of a bagag;
its size is necessary for the joke to work. This image of a hagag mourning its inability to grow
is funny. The quote without the ‘the bagag said’ at the end is expressing something deeper.
The quote is saying, ‘be afraid of remaining where you are, do not fear slow growth’. By

changing it into a joke, they make a serious quote a playful expression.

493 For more on this understanding of life, refer to Messay Kebede 2013.

494 This expression is now commonly said about the end of TPLF’s rule.
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4.2.1.b Confrontational or Rude statements

Confrontational quotes and sayings are statements transport service providers are making to
customers. They’re often in response to assumed questions customers may have. Dagom says
that these are in response to what people say to them in taxis daily, things such as «aPhn A7°M*
PALA Ah A7287 F-AGAT PeUNF ALNPIPE P AU AT14I° @L»*° ‘Give us change, it’s full let
us get going, we are in a hurry, the change I have isn’t enough, why don’t you drive slowly?’.

These first collection of jokes are concerned with payment transactions and change.

4.2.1.b.1 Mm&ET 0COS ALOLL: FATU-E 910 Fha, AL FoICLATU- “You've been silent
when Tef and Bdrbdre ‘pepper spice’ prices increased, why do you complain
over taxi prices?’

Here a transport service provider appears to be responding to complaints about the rise
in taxi-fares. In 2018, taxi transports cost 1.30 Birr for short distances, 2 Birr for medium
distances, and 2.70 Birr for long rides.*® Whereas a quintal of Tef cost 1700 Birr to 3000 Birr
depending on the kind of 7ef; and a kilo of essential spices such as the bdrbdre cost about 300
Birr. The posting of this quote shows how people had been concerned with taxi fares; even
though the price might seem cheap. The reality is that countless Ethiopians still find these
prices expensive. Especially considering the several times one has to take a taxi during a day.

The quote is a two-line poem which challenges people’s silences when it comes to serious
price increases on food items. They are disparaging Ethiopians who show their frustration on
taxi drivers and not where it actually matters. It can also be categorized under the relief theory
of humor since it relieves the author of an opinion about price inflations and accuses others of

their misdirected complaints.

4.2.1.b.2 e2ha. haav ocLy nan 2L ‘If you don’t have enough for a taxi, get off
and take a bus’

Recall the research article stating that lower income inner city people preferred buses to
taxis because of their affordable prices.*”” Sometimes people would get into the minibus and
tell the helper that they do not have enough money for the ride. This quote is a response to such
confessions. It seems the quote is referring to the Anbdssa city bus since it is the cheapest, but

it is not clear. A bus ride only costs about half the price of a minibus taxi ride and it is mostly

495 Dagom 2018.
496 4.

497 Mintesnot Gebeyehu and Takano 2007, 10, 45.
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the elderly and people of low economic incomes who take the buses. This is a hostile jab at the
urban poor. It hints at a division based on income levels, and falls under the disparaging theory

of humor.

4.2.1.b.3 ANl 42heA AAN ALEI°¢- ‘Don’t start sharing your thoughts before
paying’

Here is a poetic expression dedicated to people who complain about tariff prices. The
play is on the words ch.A1 hisab which can mean both ‘mathematics’ as well as ‘bill” and A
hasab ‘thoughts’, which share the same root word. This is another disparaging playful

command that presents a power dynamic within the minibus space.

4.2.1.b.4 AFAP oA h2OTI° ‘Responses aren’t given to an elder’

This joke rests on the word @2A0 mdls which has two meanings. One is ‘change’, and the
other ‘response’. Helpers in taxis sometimes forget to give change back to the people and this
creates a lot of heated conversations in many taxi rides. By posting this quote, taxi drivers and
helpers are mocking people who insist and nag them about change. They’re partly refusing to
engage because one shouldn’t respond to one’s elders as per culture and tradition. But they’re
also acknowledging knowledge of their reputation across the city as young people who
sometimes steal unless confronted. It is also a play on a popular expression used by older
Ethiopians to silence young people. The taxi service providers have used the pun on madls to

alter the meaning of the whole expression.

4.2.1.b.5 AD&GT G ARIPIF ATEI® apA PA79° “We don’t give five cent changes and
we have no change for talkative people’

This is similar to the previous quote but here they’re using a humorous lable, ®&%
wdrenna ‘talkative’. This word describes people who can’t stop talking. Taxis are saying that
these people will not get change back as much as they will not be giving change back if that
change is only five cents. The latter is a serious admission: taxis rarely give back five cents for
rides to the despair of customers, mainly the elderly. The former is a joke. This falls under the

disparaging theory of humor.

4.2.1.b.6 avAO A4 “THsh AL A19PAAAT ‘For those who have forgotten their change,
we’ll respond on the matriculation exam’

Once again, here is another mockery about mdls. Sometimes people forget to ask for their

change. This joke is a response to those people. The quote reads that they will give a response
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during the matriculation exams, for those who forgot them. Again, this rests on the word’s
double meaning.

The following quotes command people to make room for more users.

4.2.1.b.7 0@ TC& PA@-9° — +moT! ‘There is no extra of a human — move over
(make room)’.

This here is a play on the word +C& farf ‘extra’. It is illegal to hold over fourteen people
in the minibuses of Addis Abdba including the driver and the helper. Any individual found in
the taxi beyond this limit is commonly referred to as farf. Taxi drivers are making an almost
philosophical explanation here by saying that no human being is an ‘extra’; each individual is
by his/her own right a full being and thus this law doesn’t apply to the taxis. They demand
customers to make room through a humorous re-interpretation of the word. This also shows
how taxi service providers make fun of official law. One can imagine what sort of relationship

exists between traffic police and taxi service providers.

4.2.1.b.8 FhAG a7+ (9901 AR AP@D-P9° ‘Taxi and heaven have never been
full’

This here is humorous because of the exaggeration. They’re comparing their taxi to

heaven and stating that similar to heaven, Addis Abéba’s taxis also never get full.

4.2.1.b.9 A00P7% PA0L PN NAANT M2 M2 SNXAT ‘Please, since we have promised
to contribute to Abbay, make room’

This joke refers to the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD).**® Taxi service
providers are saying that since they had promised to contribute to the construction of the dam,
they need to pack their taxis with as many people to fulfil their promise. As the GERD is a
fully self-financed Ethiopian project, such statements show one of the ways in which national
projects influence the day to day lives of urban Ethiopians. It is humorous as it draws on the
political to make the mundane seem excusable. The word choice of 2bakkwon is also interesting
as it is the respectful version of ‘please’. The quote is respectfully asking people to break the
law and make room so more people can fit in the minibus. This falls under the relief theory of
humor if we assume what is being admitted is that the service providers are unable to fulfil

their promise if they only worked along the restrictions of the law. But it can also be considered

4% The GERD is a self-financed dam Ethiopia is currently constructing on the Blue Nile, with hopes of

using the dam for electricity generation among other expected benefits. See for example, Wheeler et al., 2020.
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disparaging since it is mostly unlikely that people were seriously contributing to the completion
of the GERD and that the taxi driver and helper just want to find an excuse to pack as many

people into their minibus.

4.2.1.b.10 m2 m2 Oa!! OF Fh +HPo-P@- NH Q@ +20:LA ‘Make room!! A lot of
people have gotten married after meeting in our taxi’

This is another attempt to justify breaking the law. It is alright to move over and let more
people in because a lot of people have been married after being introduced this way. They’re
almost making their taxis appear as though providing a second service beyond just
transportation. The joke commands people to make room, and then tries to provide an excuse

for people to abide by this command.

4.2.1.b.11 eeabk7 Nevhdt Atedh 7700 A220m7 ‘Do not expose us to the traffic
police by opening the window’

This joke is an admission of breaking traffic laws. A taxi that is meant to seat only twelve
passengers is usually filled with eighteen to twenty people. Customers complain that taxi
drivers do it for the sake of making more money, but the reality is that since people are
desperate for transportation most willingly become extras in minibuses. Some sit on space
made by people making room; others stand and crouch. This is legally frowned upon, and often
times traffic police officers are on the lookout for minibuses that break this law. They stop
minibuses and take away the drivers’ licenses for transporting over the limit of the lawful
number.

There are ways this can be avoided: if it is rush-hour, traffic police will not stop minibuses
from doing so because of the mutual understanding that people need the transportation. But
this depends on whether or not the traffic police are feeling compassionate enough to turn a
blind eye. Other times, minibus drivers communicate with one another informing each other of
where traffic police are standing so they can find another route to take to avoid them. This has
led to some hilarious scenes in the capital, such as traffic policemen hiding behind parked
vehicles to catch minibuses. In this environment, people are asked to close the windows of the

minibuses hindering the traffic police from seeing the inside of the vehicle.

4.2.1.b.12 a> 1P Jhi. AL +H A20AP ‘Don’t be reminded of your rights on a taxi’

This is a joke that is similar in tone to 4.2.1.b.1. They’re asserting respectfully that people
shouldn’t remember their rights only on taxis. It is a reflection on how people take out their

economic, and socio-political frustrations in taxis. The taxi drivers are reminding people that
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it is also a problem that people only remember their rights in a taxi, and not direct them to the
government or their leaders. This joke can fall under both disparaging theory and relief theory

of humor.

4.2.1.b.13 0AT (@~ HA1e- AL @B hA 2AA ‘A rude person says he has to get off on
a zebra line’

@8 At wirag alld ‘there is someone who has to get off” is the most common way of
telling the minibus driver that one has reached their destination and wants to get dropped off.
The joke is disparaging mannerless people who ask to get off while the taxi is crossing a zebra
line. The law is that cars are not allowed to park on zebra lines. The joke also redefines what it
means to be a baldge or an unmannered person in terms that apply to the minibus taxi

experience.

4.2.1.b.14 1125 1044 hLNNL AL P AA BAA ‘An argumentative passenger will
say he has to get off on a roundabout’

This is similar to the previous joke but differs as it is difficult to imagine why anyone
would want to get dropped off on a roundabout. Both this and the previous joke show how
youth define behaviors based on their daily experiences and lives. There is another meaning
for the word adddbabay. Traditionally, the adddbabay is where court is held. Therefore, it can
also mean that an argumentative passenger wants to get off at the place where litigation is going
to take place. Nonetheless, both interpretations make the joke fall under the disparaging theory

of humor.

4.2.1.b.15 hé-0w ACEFLY AFFIrA7 ‘Don’t hurry us because you are late’

This is amusing because all customers can rightfully expect to be taken to their
destinations quickly. Drivers however face several problems. Taxis make several stops to
collect travelers on their way, and most drivers wait until the taxi is full before starting the
journey. This quote is a disparaging joke to late travelers who are impatient with the service

providers.

4.2.1.b.16 0@ A@ 7t h&erN A7970% A7 £h& i ‘People open accounts, some
open their mouths’

The joke goes deeper than showing some one is a loudmouth. It also goes the extent of
showing how useless being a loudmouth actually is since they are not achieving anything. This

is a disparaging joke.
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4.2.1.b.17 ®é.47 a>PO hdhé 10 — O71C ‘It is illegal to roast the driver — with
arguments’

The joke rests on the word madtbds which means two things, one is to flirt, and the other
is to roast. Without the word bdndigdr at the end, the text would simply mean ‘it is illegal to
flirt with the driver’. But with the final word of the statement, the meaning changes to mean ‘it
is illegal to roast the driver with arguments’. This humorous command states that minibus
drivers would not mind flirting. It also suggests that they get passengers who argue with them

and so falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.b.18 Pagh AMA (LI° A79°AANT ‘For those who lost their phones, we return
sim cards’

It is common to lose cellphones in minibuses. Either pickpockets take them, or
passengers drop them unknowingly. The text admits that phones are stolen by the service
providers. This text sazs the owner can get the sim-card back. What is left unsaid is that the

owner will not be getting their phone back. The joke reveals that theft is a part of minibus rides.

4.2.1.b.19 Qo+ F 1@ 297 1@- vt 210 ha 2oL “We only carry people; if
there are those who entered by mistake, get off’

It could be the case that the service providers are disparaging those who don’t comply to
their commands in their minibuses. For example, some might refuse to make room for extra

travellers. This is a disparaging joke as they’re calling such individuals ‘non-human’.

4.2.1.b.20 Fha. ATLmdor- NF ‘Only for those who use taxis’

This contains a similar sentiment to the previous text. But it is playful since we can ask,
‘who else but people who want to use the taxi, would get on a taxi?’. It is an innocent joke

simply for the sake of amusing.

4.2.1.6.21 &7 TAGSPFTT MRINNCT AANDTT AL AEEOTE P& THOT ORI
aq i AANT P9 THAF 11C hA ATPNAIP!! ao@-2 L @ FAA ‘Our dear customers, if
you have opinions, concerns, or anything that needs to be improved, we will
not accept them!! You can get off’

This is a stern declaration. Service providers who have this posted in their vehicles might
have placed it as a play on the statement customer service providers use, i.e. ‘please give us
your feedback’. But the taxis are demonstrating an almost authoritarian stance. It is unclear if

this is a political joke or not. Nonetheless, it falls under the disparaging theory of humor as the
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minibus drivers are claiming that they will not respect or listen to anybody’s thoughts and

criticisms.

4.2.1.b.22 Math P13 aoadFu- AdTv-7 A% TheE ‘Don’t open your mouths
thinking there are chewing gums being handed out’

This is similar in tone to the previous text. It is a double entendre that hinges on the word
mdkfat ‘to open’. The text says that there is no gum so no need to open your mouths, but the
point is to stop argumentative people from speaking. This falls under the disparaging theory of

humor.

4.2.1.6.23 P0P “9200L AhET AOT — hAN ANANT A2RCH 2eTv-T avarC
AR 0972,09797 A0 hA aP@-£.8: @ FAA: ‘Stern declaration to our honorable
thieves — you can’t start your work before we finish collecting the payments!
If there are thieves who don’t agree, they can get off’.

This is a joke on assumptions people have that thieves use taxis as spaces to steal. It is
also humorous in that the taxi service providers seem to be considering thieves as serious
workers. They’re even asked to consent to the law of the taxi before doing their job. It reveals
a consideration of petty crime as an accepted part of minibus rides. It falls under the relief

theory of humor for this.

4.2.1.b.24 40T A ATeAT +o-F “If you want to, get in; if not, leave it’

As public service providers who depend on people using their taxis, taxi drivers and
helpers should be treating customers with patience and kindness. Here the quote shows a
complete disregard of this etiquette. The attitude is of defiance, a hilarious stand to take as a
taxi driver or assistant. Yet again, this reveals the awareness taxis have of their indispensability
in the city. They seem to say, ‘you need us, we don’t need you’. This sarcastic joke is
categorizable as a joke that expresses how minibus taxi service providers view themselves and

disparage the city’s users.

4.2.1.b.25 A0h®7 0L WAhPT 0L 2P POorCI*%- ‘Please, either get your phone, or
your ears checked’

Often, older Ethiopians speak loudly on their phones, a) on the assumption that the person
on the other end can’t hear them and b) because some genuinely have ear problems. The joke
doesn’t explain any of this, but simply suggests people to either fix their phones or to please
see a doctor. The respectful way it is phrased makes the insincere statement seem almost

sincere. It is a disparaging joke that creates an image of a bothered public service provider. It

178



is also amusing as it draws an image of people being loud in a confined space such as the

minibus.

4.2.1.b.26 A0h® Fhi. @07 A0 A0DPT £T4AT AMI° LPAN — PO19°F A ‘Please
turn your phones off when you get on the taxi, you lie a lot — we are judging

b

you

This respectfully phrased ¢dwata is about how some people lie about where they are
when answering phone calls in minibuses. People lie about where they are so as not to appear
too late for their appointments. The quote implies others are embarrassed about the lies people

tell. This is a sarcastic comment but reveals an acknowledgment to deceit involving tardiness.

4.2.1.b.27 Fh(@- ageg° av@-2L: LFAN “You can get off the taxi before it stops’

The joke is a mean joke directed at people who are annoying the service providers. It is
disparaging as it is telling people that they can take the risk and jump off the minibus before

the often-speeding minibus comes to a halt.

4.2.1.b.28 457 OFPC 710 K78, N11C “10¢P hdhA 1@ “You can entertain the driver
with love, but scarring him with quarrelling is prohibited’

T1C ndgdr here means quarrel or argument. This is a command as it ends with ‘it is
forbidden’. What is prohibited is terrifying the driver with arguments. It is among the many
orders youth make towards customers, again showing the relationship between the young
minibus workers and urban Ethiopians who use these taxis. This falls under the disparaging

theory of humor.

4.2.1.b.29 ho¢t @20, ALLAT® oo ALNFCNVI® ‘Knowledge is not an evil spirit;
it doesn’t come and possess you’

This hilarious joke plays on a metaphor. It suggests that knowledge is not like an evil
spirit that settles on people randomly. The quote is saying that knowledge and wisdom take
time, energy and dedication. It is suggesting that one should not assume they are always right.
This can be considered a disparaging joke as the metaphor is purely sarcastic, but it has wisdom.

It forces people to reflect about themselves.
4.2.1.c Social Commentary

The third category is a collection of quotes that make commentaries about the social life of the
people of Addis Abéba. These are not renderings of popular proverbs and aphorisms, but rather

‘intellectual properties’ of those who authored them.
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The first three are not jokes, but it seemed necessary to present them since they are found

commonly posted on many taxis.

4.2.1.c.1 O&FPC 909° 91TOAT AGF F 11 “The only person you can never tire of
loving is a mother’

This is a quote about motherhood most commonly found in taxis. Not only are they
expressing love for their mothers, but they’re also placing motherhood on a high pedestal to

which no sort of other love could compare. This is a tribute to mothers.

4.2.1.c.2 9°19° LU (L7 ALFTL@-9° UNt: NLE (Lbart &0 LA AT ‘Even if he has
no wealth and is poor, it is pleasant seeing a father sit in the compound’

This is a description of the symbol a father holds — he may not have money, and maybe
poor, but just his existence in the compound is plenty. The poetic quote implies that a father is

respected regardless of his wealth.

4.2.1.c.3 A9t A7 tavt Fh L ATTNAL F0A PA° L NAT? S04 “Why should a
mother die or go with a bent back; doesn’t she feed, using her hands in the
darkness’

Here is a description of a mother’s struggles to feed her children in a poetic way. They
create an image of a mother using her sense of touch in darkness to locate food. They’re saying

a mother does all of this and doesn’t deserve to die or to suffer under old age.

4.2.1.c.4 2720 01C AT 5 APLTHI® ‘Eyebrow hair and spiteful people do not
grow’

The quote makes a comparison between the hairs of one’s eyebrows and a spiteful person.
They’re using a true fact, that eyebrow hairs do not grow very long, to define the character of

a vindictive person. This falls under the disparaging theory of humor.

4.2.1.c.5 €9° H A28 AT &H OZ°CH NC® &H ahvt. . . ALANT “Unity when holding
vengeful thoughts, doing sports when smoking, success while doing bdrca
(¢at) ... do not think of it’

This is a funny explanation of contradictory things that taxi drivers say can’t possibly

happen. They say that unity is unachievable while remaining bitter, as it is pretentious. They

499

also say doing sports while smoking cigarettes*” is futile and also add that trying to be

499 The text uses the Addis Abiba slang for the word which is 1 ses.
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tSOO

successful while chewing ¢ar*” is unimaginable. This is because many spend time and energy

on this addiction.

42.1.c.6 MG\ avpt avgpav( avifh@< e @< “The reason for global
warming is quarreling’

This text is aware of the problems of global warming. But the author suggests that the
actual cause of it is quarreling. This is a disparaging joke at people who quarrel. The idea is

that since they create heat and tension unnecessarily, they contribute to global warming.

4.2.1.c.7 (&P Hav7 (191 Atv-7 ‘Do not be a sheep in the age of goats’

This is a humorous rendition of common-held beliefs about how to live. The quote
suggests people be goat-like in their approach to life, instead of sheep-like. The Christian
symbols of the sheep as unassuming and kind, and the goat as unpredictable, and non-caring
are used but in reverse. The joke suggests that many have become like goats in contemporary

Ethiopia; and falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.c.8 BPppd? 7 P10 N74PCE U-I° PO OEF 10+ hd. NS NPC “‘why don’t
we stop quarreling and love one another; everybody is a soon-to-get-off,
except the creator’

Here is a gane poem which uses the expression used in taxis ‘PCHl @8 garb wirag as
the anchor of the double-entendre. Qarb wdrag is used to warn the driver to get on the driving
lane best suited for stopping vehicles so that passengers could get off. One meaning of the
poem is that everybody will get off the taxi soon, but the deeper meaning is that all will
eventually get off the wagon called life and die. Therefore, quarreling and arguing should not
be the defining factors of our lives. It gives advice; and expresses concern over people’s

inability to abandon quarreling.

4.2.1.¢.9 &Y 10 FaJ 10 NAT TFLTATE 7T 40 A7E, A7T0 97 AATG? “You say to me
that I’'m poor and have no money, what else do you have besides hips’

Here is a poem expressing a man’s sentiments to a woman who makes fun of him for
being poor. He says that it makes no sense why she’d mock him because the only thing she has
that he doesn’t are hips. He’s expressing both of their poverty, but this reveals a sense of social

burden placed on men to be rich. This can be categorized under the relief theory of humor.

500 The word used here is another slag for Khat, 0C8 bdrca.
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4.2.1.c.10 €57 AMU- AV AFeR 1P FhAI° “10F AAG ‘Don’t be sad that you lost
your lover, you can also not find a taxi’

This is a comparison of heartbreak to the difficulty of finding transportation in Addis
Abiba. The text shows that taxi service providers as being aware of their high demand in the
city. They even make heartbreak seem less troubling than not finding a taxi. This is also telling
of the problems of transportation in Addis Abéba. This falls under the disparaging theory of

humor as it indicates the minibus service providers assume superiority.

4.2.1.c.11 QUFYrE & eoLA®- Tt O+ QF 10<: “Solitude is nice only in the rest
room’

The quote reveals a communal value — that being single is looked down upon. It can also
apply to life in general and not just romantic relationships. It could be frowning upon loneliness

anywhere. This falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.c.12 99F hevqo+ (&4 &PLTO7 A AL &09° 1NC: ‘The deceased, before he
died, was seen kissing his lover on the zebra line’

This is a spin on news reports of deceased people by the police which start their reports
with ‘@9F haeqe4 144 (the deceased, before he died). The quote has taken this serious phrase
and used it in a mocking way by drawing upon stories of traffic accidents. The joke is even
funnier when understanding that drivers are required to make way for pedestrians on zebra
lines. To add to the ¢dwata, what was the man doing before he was hit on the zebra line? He
was kissing his lover. The joke achieves full realization when this is considered in light of how
drivers do not actually make way for pedestrians on the zebra line in Addis Abdba. The taxi
drivers are admitting that they do not follow this traffic law. Understood in this way, the joke
becomes an admission of the carelessness they show towards respecting driving laws. But it is
not clear if the man was hit because he was kissing in public, which is a taboo act. Or if he was
killed because he was on the zebra line. It remains open to interpretation. Regardless, it is a
play on a popular expression by the Ethiopian transport authority, and falls under the
disparaging theory of humor.

4.2.1.c.13 0&J 29°F0A “L.at &0ty ‘May He give you a wife who, after eating,
feeds you’

This can be both an endearing expression about the kind of wives people want, and a
sarcastic expression stating that the author’s wife finishes the food herself before feeding him.

If it is the latter, the joke falls under the disparaging theory of humor.
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4.2.1.c.14 hemt avpit x78 KQTI° @b+ ‘You only get heat from car, not
knowledge’

Some minibus transport service providers chew ¢at ‘khat’. In fact, the taxi driver who
had this quote in his taxi was chewing khat himself. The quote might serve as a self-deprecating
statement, or as a humorous, poetic jab at users of the drug who often claim that it helps them
read, study or concentrate on tasks that require their attention. The text appears to be an

admission of the futility of chewing ¢at and is a disparaging joke.

4.2.1.c.15 emN0°°! havgmé NAF avavly “Better eat and weigh on the scale, than
drink and burn’

This is a poetic text making fun of alcoholism. The quote is a playful reminder to eat
instead of drinking alcohol considering burning as a danger of alcoholism. It could be referring
to alcohol burning one’s organs. It falls under the relief theory of humor as it acknowledges

the problems of alcohol consumption.

4.2.1.c.16 hwéw FNAAY hdwdy ANk 24V ‘If you work you eat, if you don’t work
you watch as others eat’

This is a pretty straightforward analysis of working to provide food for yourself. They’re

emphasizing the value of working.

4.2.1.¢.17 A9°Ah, 100000000 £AC A m7rE? am™ “My God, give me 100000000
dollars and (also) health’

In this text, people are begging God to give them a hundred million dollars, and health.
This falls under the relief theory of humor since people are indicating that they’d rather have
money and health, and not health only. This is another play on the popular proverb that suggests
all people need is health.

4.2.1.c.18 £Y & 1 P7L.30@- 0A AL AT A(+7 ALAPA (LA 1@+ “The poor is only seen
on a pedestal while on a bus and when he’s about to kill himself’

This is a disturbing quote that seems to be quite popular. It admits a number of points:
that the poor are invisible, that the poor use buses, and that the only time a poor person is seen

is when he lifts himself high enough to place the ropes around himself before committing

01 Cibbiisd is an Addis Abéba slang referring to the act of drinking alcohol. Cibaso is one form of the

same verb.
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suicide. This dark joke doesn’t even suggest that poor people become visible after committing
suicide. They only rise for a brief moment. The bus part is funny, but the overall quote is
desolate and falls under the relief theory of humor. It shows how poverty makes people

invisible and tugs at a question of equality for the poor.

4.2.1.c.19 AUMANNC Y7 TNLANT LA AUSDT ATEF WTE.LTTO £LCIH0 “When
God wants to please the poor, He hides his donkey and lets him find it’

Here is a playful saying only because it posits God hiding and revealing a poor man’s
donkey to make him happy. It conjures the image of a children’s game where adults hide items
to let their children revel in the joy of finding them. There could be a hidden meaning here: the
author of the text may be questioning why God doesn’t really help the poor. This is a relieving

joke, that shows people begrudgingly thinking of God and their lives.

4.2.1.c.20 (HY LVt P& NI Nde £COAPA ‘My stomach simply gets hungry, while
it knows how poor I am’

This is a truly sad remark about poverty in Addis Abéba. It is written to be a joke because
one’s stomach not understanding one’s poverty is a funny image. But it is a heartbreaking
admission by Addis Abidbans about their lives. The author of this quote is saying that his hunger
has not disappeared though it knows he has no money. This is a joke under the relief theory of

humor.

4.2.1.c.21 he@FF7 N6 TEI°C N7&C AdP TI0T 10-? ‘Does this mean our life starts
with a gdnfo and ends with nafiro?’

This plays on the culture of preparing food called gdnfo when a child is born, and of
preparing nafro for after the funeral services when someone dies. This relieving humor forces

people to think about what else there is to life, between gdnfo and nafro.

4.2.1.c.22 TPUCT 018A (L7 §C AUP TCENC TV 1NC ‘If education was achieved
by getting hit, a donkey would have become a professor’

There are numerous texts involving donkeys, which shows that the donkey is a part of
urban Ethiopian life. It is still visible across the city today as inner-city farmers, and people
who run mills own donkeys. The reputation of the donkey is one that is stubborn, stupid and
silently accepts ill treatment.

The quote relates the life of Addis Abédba’s students who would get beaten by teachers

and states that if hitting would work — a donkey would become a professor. The idea is to
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broadcast teacher-student abuses but adding the donkey part allows youth to make fun of the

otherwise unpleasant experience. This can be categorized under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.¢.23 K18t Bt Ak Pav- ROANT ACF PTILHGTT AVE (F 1@< “How can people say
don’t chew cat, only donkeys work without relaxing later’

The text uses a metaphor of donkeys that work without rest to explain the point of
chewing ¢at. The logic seems to be that donkeys work but cannot have fun and since people
are not donkeys, they need entertainment, i.e. ¢at. There is an underthought that people suffer

working like donkeys, and hence, this falls under the relief theory of humor.
4.2.1.d Political

These quotes are selected for having political content. They have been chronologically
categorized as quotes pertaining to politics prior to the rise to power of Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed in April 2018, and immediately afterwards.

Here are some political minibus texts prior to the appointment of Abiy Ahmed as Prime

Minister.

4.2.1.d.1 awtq av 21 LRO 7 (P v@-2 h@PCI° ‘Breasts and governments will
fall with time’

This is a metaphor comparing women’s breasts falling with age to governments
changing. The thought of the cyclical nature of life comes to mind again as the quote funnily
depicts the end of a regime in power as inevitable. It can also be assumed to indicate that people
believe any government will fall with time, with or without their agency. This falls under the

relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.d.2 2007 et TUFRLLE WTE, T108.6-68 heLAT ‘Power is meant to serve
the people not to scare them’

This quote is directed at the government or people in government positions. It expresses
that the role of those in power is to serve the public. The humor is in the repetitive sounds of

the Amharic words mastddaddrya and masfdrarya. This falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.d.3 o119 +A%6 AOCE ALK T1C T1C 2ATFPA ‘Government and passengers
feel like arguing when they’re about to leave’

The joke is a play on the words A.@C4 (L& liwdrdu silu which can mean both ‘about to
leave power’ or to ‘get off something’. This is a relieving joke as it is suggesting that a

government becomes annoying towards the end of its rule. This falls under the relief theory of
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humor as the author seems to be reflecting on some of the annoying things the EPRDF may

have been doing.

42.1.d4 ha. o omPad ANSTT 10 ‘Quarrelling in a taxi is an act of
terrorism’

This joke is on the liberal way the government uses the term, labeling people such as
journalists as well as actual terrorists both equally terrorists. By using it to describe quarrelling
in taxis, the quote reveals a sarcastic tone towards the government’s anti-terrorism

declaration.>%2

It is a disparaging joke which labels argumentative people as terrorists that
terrorize the minibus, which also shows how anybody can be called a terrorist since the term

isn’t specifically defined.

4.2.1.d.5 9°7 L@ (LLHI® £7ING OL aPD-LH5 hePCI° ‘Regardless of how long it
takes, beef jerky and Wéyane®® will come down’

This text is quite bluntly expressing a hope for the end of the EPRDF. It compares
Wiéiyane’s rule to beef jerky that is usually hung on ropes. As an expression of some people’s
harbored thoughts, this falls under the relief theory of humor.

The following are political minibus texts posted in minibuses after the appointment of
Abiy Ahmed as Prime Minister. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s popularity soared in his first
few months in government, especially after his first parliamentary speech of June 18, 2018.3%
Addis Abdba’s euphoria is reflected in the taxi-quotes that were written about him. In addition,
the quotes show how minibus service providers update the quotes they place in their minibuses

based on changing realities around them.

4.2.1.d.6 A% +LI°LGA A5 TT0? “We have been added, how about you?’

This joke is a play on Abiy Ahmed’s mddddmdr ‘to be added, united’ rhetoric. He has
defined it as an all-encompassing label for pan-Ethiopian unity. Using it represented support

for Abiy. This falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.d.7 Ut Fha. AT &/C 00 ehHA A1AIPT F0- ‘This taxi and Dr Abiy are
servers of the public’

502 The Anti-Terrorism Declaration was announced in August 2009. Sekyere and Asare 2016, 12.
503 This is another popular name for the TPLF.

504 The YouTube link for this is listed in appendix B.
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This quote makes the Prime Minister Abiy and the minibus equal servants of the people.
The joke lies in the knowledge that taxis seem to hold a sense of arrogance regarding the service
they provide. It could be that PM Abiy’s speeches that rulers are ‘servers of the public’ shifted
the way minibus service providers also viewed their role in the city. More importantly, what is
visible is how minibus taxi service providers redefine political figures through their own lived
realities. This joke can be categorized under the relief theory of humor for showing an

acceptance of PM Abiy.

4.2.1.d.8 h¢7 B0F gaw-¢-Fu- ‘May he hide you from daytime hyenas’

Here is a reminder from the chapter on arts and theatre, where the phrase 247 &0 ydqcin
gabo¢ ‘daytime hyenas’ is used by Hyyayyu to call local gdbdle administrators. This phrase
was popularized by PM Abiy, and is here being recycled and re-used by the public. The joke
is a play on a blessing ‘hh¢- a@-¢tv-’ kikafu yasiwwaracéohu ‘May He protect you from
evil’. The author has rephrased the first half of the blessing with PM Abiy’s popular depiction

of what would come to be understood as the TPLF.

4.2.1.d.9 AbCTe@m27 50% 50 ALC150 ‘We’ve made 50% discount for Eritreans’

This joke is a play on the political events that led to the opening of the Ethiopian-Eritrean
borders in September 2018. The borders opened after they were closed following the Ethio-
Eritrean war that broke out in 1998. It is a non-tendentious, affectionate humor meant to show
care for Eritreans who may have come to Addis Abéba folloing this. The reality is of course
that there is no discount; it is just paying lip-service to the historical event. This again goes

under the category of the relief theory of humor.

4.2.1.d.10 avAQ Nevhé-2.A 00 Noogaec: “Millis by dividing Abiy by adding’

Here is a poetic and relieving joke at the late Prime Minister Méllds Zenawi. Mddddmdr
and mdbkkdfafil are mathematical terms close to ‘addition’ and ‘division’ respectively. The

quote expresses the author’s belief that Méllds ruled by dividing; Abiy rules by uniting.

4.2.1.d.11 eva@7 A28 Aot ‘Change, like ETV’

After PM Abiy’s rise to power, the city saw a transformation of its attitude towards the
Ethiopian Television (ETv). The state broadcaster earned a reputation of being honest and
trustworthy in Addis Abdba, which was a dramatic shift in attitude for the organization. The
jokes about ETv in the play Festalen showed what its reputation was. People were visibly glued

to ETv across the city, awaiting news of PM Abiy and the latest things he might have said.
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PM Abiy’s rise to power allowed ETv to distance itself from the old EPRDF. The shift
in attitude it received from the public shows how people were quick to identify ETv without
TPLF as an independent organization that was only gullible to state manipulation previously.

This relieving joke suggests that the problem was the TPLF and not ETv.

4.2.1.d.12 ?2€PFT77 008 AAGPAO aPAR PA9°: ‘Because Abiy has answered our
questions, we have no change for you’

This final minibus quote plays on the word mdls. But this time, the service providers are
refusing to give back change because PM Abiy has answered everyone’s questions. The double
meaning of the word shows that Abiy has answered all the questions Ethiopians may have had;
but the joke is realized as the author links it back to taxi transactions. This falls under the relief
theory of humor as it expresses people’s questions have been answered by the new Prime

Minister. It relays hope.
4.2.2 Concluding remarks on taxi-quotes

The chapter started out with interviews and observation insights for the purpose of showing the
value attached to joking (humor) in Addis Abéba. The taxi quotes are evidence to this showing
how youth use humor to express themselves. They use playful quotes to define and share their
experiences, and to command, belittle and mock others as well.

Beyond just being funny though, basic observations of these quotes reveal multiple things
about the lives of young taxi drivers, owners and helpers. There are generally sarcastic jokes
used to address dire poverty, and suffering. It is also interesting to see how minibus service
providers interact with the service users, knowing the problems of transportation in the city.
The quotes show how the service providers consider their minibuses as spaces where they
govern, and where the customers are supposed to obey their rules and commands. In addition,
their interaction with the law and law enforcement is also interesting. Minibus service providers
seem to consistently disregard the law about only carrying twelve people. Service providers
may be bold enough to ignore this law as a result of the shortage of transport services in the
city.

These exposed texts also show strong knowledge of poetry, and proverbs as well as the
skill of using them to fit their lives. Old proverbs are rendered and made to travel across
generations in humorous ways. And gane remains a big part of the taxi-quote culture. Yet,
though some of the proverbs relay wisdom, it is clear that they are at times self-contradictory,
like Abbink theorized. The humorous and non-humorous proverbs posted in minibuses are

useful in showing how youth understand their situations. They are circumstantial and not
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always necessarily reflecting long standing philosophies about life. This is also seen in non-
proverbial quotes as sometimes quotes denouncing khat addiction and then expressing why it
is important to use the drug are posted in the same minibus.

Most importantly, there is much more focus on social and economic interactions instead
of political commentary. Minibus taxi service providers have curated their minibuses into being
spaces to express their opinions and thoughts. By doing so, they show that they are willing
participants, shapers and inhabitants of Addis Abdba. These quotes also demonstrate how
humor allows people to survive and cope with their realities. The exposed texts of Addis
Abiba’s minibuses show that economic poverty is a serious challenge of the city. Some express
severe poverty and indicate a growing income gap between the poor and the rich of the city.
Other quotes demand that the poor are treated equally with the rich while expressing that the
reality is the opposite. They present questions pertaining to social and economic justice. From
the interviews, it is clear that the mere fact of having the space to express these opinions helps
young Ethiopians get through their lives. That they use humor to express them is all the more
revealing of the power of ¢d@wata in releasing built up frustrations.

The quotes also show how political statements make it to the public and are recycled. An
example is the gdn gaboc declaration popularized by PM Abiy Ahmed but first publicly used
in the Festalen play. We observe how informally many groups of Addis Abéba listen to one
another through how they use one another’s utterances. Another such example is the use of the
term ‘terrorist’ in the minibus setting.

Finally, though political humor is often disparaging, what is seen in the political jokes
collected here is that they were often used to express opinions. In the case of prime minister
Abiy, they are even endearing and full of admiration. The political quotes in the minibus taxis
were room for people to express their thoughts about the government.

Let us now turn to humor in public demonstrations for a wider discussion of political
jokes in Addis Abéba. This will allow us to explore if disparaging political humor is relayed in
other public spaces of the city.

4.3 Public Demonstrations in Addis Abiiba

The late politician and geographer Professor Mésfon Wialddmaryam was among the few public
intellectuals residing in Ethiopia with first-hand experiences in the administrations of the past
three regimes (Emperor Hayld Sollase, Dirg and EPRDF). An educator, an author, a blogger,
a politician and a long-standing political critic, Mésfon enjoyed comparable status in Addis

Abidba with some of the city’s notable politicians.
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Misfon postulated a political theory that he argues defines the psychology of the
Ethiopian mass based on how they consistently behave towards their rulers. He called the
phenomenon 7147 madfit.>®> The word means ‘to lurk’. He says madfit includes people’s
foot-dragging as small day-to-day resistances to the government but is mostly understood as
awaiting the fall of the incumbent, although people are not necessary the ones that bring about
its collapse. He says this is a skill that was born out of millennia-aged political repression.

He argues that Ethiopians who have little say in their country’s political and economic
policy making use madfit as a tool to survive. His idea is that instead of engaging openly and
directly with politicians, Ethiopians have developed a habit of dealing with political leaders by
waiting until time removes them from power. He defines the term primarily as an individual or
personal trait that later develops into a public behavior. He says, «b#+ v 0AT Q0AF ATHH-
PILLLCANTFDY “1& APtaPAVEG APHT hATHH OC PATF®T ATFrt Aremits hé Aot
PILLLCITD- AT ML TIL4.T R14TFPh» % Citizens notice sadly the day-to-day injustices the
incumbent makes them go through, and grow to despise and wish ill upon the government
leading to the sentiment of madyfqt’.

Madfat is highlighted by laughter and celebration at the government’s demise as an
expression of revenge when the time comes. «T184.F ¢ ALLCA AMHH PhéT LNAM TANTS mAT
AITPT ALTPLILM- NAC T hAA!..»°"7 ‘Mad]fit is to wait and celebrate from the side-lines
as the day comes for the incumbent to face a much stronger force’. Mésfon adds that this isn’t

constructive:

AN LS PTLD7 £9° BH ALNFD- ANPA PTLONNHS AT D avo(L@ av@-e, (. 0AM KPP
A7EET PTLECANT ALY 10+ PavglE GATID- FANFET NAAMT TID-LLEG TIPLL:T
TP P AG TIAPET 105 NHLE AL TARD PAD-IP: PALD-7F G Nav(1bd A4S ADLLA: AN
WAy PPN hANI® +ANCI° APALIPT A78T FANTE AD-CE £Ti14. AA FANTE A
AL AL.OM POA: A% TANFE APCES AODL AMADT TFANTS ANCST AANNCE ¢av<y
T0PAE ALLAT Ot (k 2100

It is the scene of watching the cruel ruler not know how to get out of a tough situation,
the final goal is to remove the powerful and to make fun of him, to attack and to
torture. It has no further goals; beyond a vindictive approach for past grievances, it
lays no ground, neither theoretical nor practical, for a better future. People watch as
a new powerful figure comes to replace the old, and go home after expressing

505 Misfon Wilddmaryam 2017/2018, 27.
506 Ibid., 33.

507 Ibid., 34.

508 Ibid., 34-35.
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vengeance, celebrating the demise of the old ruler by mocking, belittling and making
fun of him, and after praising and allowing others to praise the new powerholder.

In his book, except for a few examples of popular poems and some public demonstrations
and rallies, Mdsfon failed to explain on what basis he coined the term. The book is about the
history of Ethiopia’s collapse into a poverty-ridden, economically and politically unsuitable
nation, and it reads as an assessment of the political elite of the past seventy years of Ethiopia.
But considering Mésfon makes claims about the social psychology of Ethiopians, the book
could have used solid research into popular culture, sociological studies of people’s ways of
engagement across at least Addis Abéba, and historical research into how people reacted when
government changes happened previously. In short, Mésfon makes normative statements that
beg for research data.

Misfon’s theory of madfdt seems applicable to the demonstrations as jokes were the main
tools of expressing one’s opinions. Posters, and public chants included humorous content. But
further investigation into what was expressed at these demonstrations is needed to see if his
theory holds.

The time of fieldwork for this thesis coincided with changes in the leadership of the
EPRDF which were followed by massive political demonstrations of people from July 2018
onwars and not just in Addis Abéba

Following this is a presentation of a selection of chants and posters taken from two
demonstrations, i.e. the political party Gonbot Sébat’s welcoming demonstrations at Masqal
Square in September 2018, and PM Abiy Ahmed’s support rally on July 24, 2018, also held at
Maisqél Square. The July 2018 support rally was organized in Addis Abdba following the new
prime minister’s first report to the parliament in June 2018, in which he boldly admitted
problems with the EPRDF and promised to work towards a democratic Ethiopia among several
things.>%

The following section also presents pictures which were personally taken images unless

otherwise stated. The posters are presented first, followed by chants and sayings.
4.3.1 Posters

Here is a selection of posters taken from the two demonstrations.

599 Details of this parliamentary speech can be found in the summary report by Amdissa Teshome 2018.
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Image 2: bh(t7 0407 1912 A2 @M “You can go to the sky if you want the star’

Even though no official regulation was passed to change the flag of Ethiopia, people were
seen carrying such posters assuming the end of TPLF would mean a change of the Ethiopian
flag. The star that is alluded to here is the emblem of the EPRDF that is placed on the Green
Yellow Red Ethiopian flag. This is a sarcastic and disparaging joke, but one which follows the

logic that stars are found in the sky.

Image 3. ?A¢% A U1C 278, NcvuC PA@-9° “The child of the Arada doesn’t have an ethnicity, he has
a country’

This isn’t a hilarious joke per-se, but it is a word play about identity politics. Arada is a
word often associated with people who are raised in the inner city (often around the old center
which is Piyassa) of Addis Abdba. Today it is largely conflated to mean cool, hip, and is
associated with people of Addis Abédba. It is a cultural term which is here visibly turned into a

political identifier as well. The writing states that an Arada doesn’t have a baker or an ethnicity,
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essentially provincializing ethnic identities as being used by people who aren’t cool. It shows

how some Addis Abébans believe they cannot be boxed into an ethnicity.
. T s g I

.

.

o

-

Image 4. A9C 0 TBPYFFT 010LO WIAFD- 245 ‘May our footballers’ legs [also] be
released’>""

In this picture, young boys are playing on the pun of £4.3" yaffita which can mean two

things. One is to release, and the other is to untie. Since PM Abiy Ahmed had released political

prisoners, the boys are asking that the country’s footballers’ feet also be released. This is a

510 picture was taken by Birrkan Fanta. The link is found in appendix B
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sarcastic joke that presents criticism on the Ethiopian football scene. This falls under the relief
theory of humor.
Image 5. A727 AA0L AHR TS ANDCI® TAALSA... Lol “We have been standing in line for sugar and
oil, let alone for Abiy... Lol’

To stand in line has two meanings in Ambharic; one is to stand waiting for something and
the other means to go out for demonstrations. This humorous writing printed on t-shirts presents
a social dilemma where people have to wait in line for sugar and oil because there are shortages.
They are here saying that PM Abiy is bigger than these crucial items needed to make food.

They’re almost making it seem that the country’s affairs are as important as basic necessities.

Image 6. has 7 (\h:F +eLe C'}"I £89°¢. ‘May our fallen politicians get together and

start a parking job’
This is taken during a rally in September a few months after PM Abiy’s support rally. Barakét
Soma‘on®!'! and Laditu Ayyalew>!? are seen on the poster, with people advising them to get
together and start a parking job. EPRDF used to advice youth in Addis Abdba to av84-8-t,
mddddragdt ‘to get together as a working group’ and to create job opportunities for themselves.

People are now turning the table around and advising EPRDF members and some like Lodétu

I Bérikéit Soma‘on was widely recognized as PM Millds Zenawi’s right hand man and served as the
communications minister of the EPRDF, which he also helped found. He was member of the Amhara National
Democratic Party of the EPRDF. He is now facing six years of prison over corruption charges. Alfa Shaban 2020.

512 Loditu Ayyalew has already been discussed in chapter two.
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to take their own advice. The joke is implying that these politicians will be unemployed. It can

be categorized under the relief theory of humor.

= ML T8 ¢ .19 lﬂ"]ﬁ

M2it N2t ppy )
I J!nmfur

Image 7. hAC 758 $.19 @NEF AbR 040t APA7 (L LATVFo- ‘From Soro Meda gdbile nineteen
youth: Give a house to Barakit Somo‘on’

This is a humorous response to Bérdkdt Somo‘on’s claim that he did not own a single

house on a live broadcast. People assume he was lying but go on to sarcastically suggest that

he is given housing. The poster from Soro Meda youth is a mockery. This falls under the

disparaging theory of humor.

!

NOLIE

Image 8. hul-t hPA®D- 11997 Lhcmécnnd.? ‘Kohditu Ayyalew the man who got us killed in 2005’

Here is a play on Ladétu’s name. When the first letter is changed to ‘k’ it means ‘traitor’.

He is considered as a sell out by some Ethiopians and the accusations on him range from claims
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that he abandoned his political party members who were mostly arrested after the 2005
elections, to joining the parliament after the political party organization he run under, the CUD,
had refused to join. Chapter two shows he was in parliament. In line with what professor
Misfon said about Ethiopians not forgetting and begrudgingly waiting to express themselves,
in this quote here, youth are blaming him for being the reason that many Addis Abébans lost
their lives in the post-election violence of 2005. This contains word play but isn’t necessarily
humorous.

Here are more declarations taken from posters.

4.3.1.1 AKX AHAGAI® ATSC T4 9°7287 102 ‘What is the problem if Ethiopia lives
forever?’

This joke presents those carrying it to appear puzzled. It seems people do not understand
why EPRDF found it problematic to speak well of Ethiopia, or to support popular ideas of
patriotism and nationhood espoused in the declaration ‘may Ethiopia live forever’. It can fall
under the relief theory of humor.

4.3.1.2 47 Ao~ hETv A779C ‘Let us learn rapid change from ETV’

This humorous joke is exactly like the one in number 4.2.1.e.11 of this chapter. It shows

that people have noticed a change in ETv.
4.3.1.3 a7 ARG AQA &0%9° TANLGAE &789° 0N 02 “We've gone out to support the
visionary, let alone Abiy; as though he was a visionary’

This is a similar one to image five, but here people are admitting to having been out on
the streets to support Millds, the A ¢-0& bald ra sy ‘visionary’ as he was called by his party
after his death. The joke comes at the end as people show how they do not actually think of
Millés as a visionary even though state propaganda made him seem like one. This falls under
the relief theory of humor.

4.3.1.4 A0 F&NT ALPT PATTLEP GPC 4.71P00T LI°CT 10 “We are not here because we
were given money to come out, it is the love for Ethiopia that inspired and united us
to come’

This is a funny admission that people used to get paid to take to the streets for various
demonstrations the EPRDF wanted to hold. Paying people to come support initiatives, to attend
qcibdle meetings and the like were political tools of the EPRDF.>!3 People are saying that they

did not receive payment to take to the streets like they used to do before. This ¢d@wata helps

513 Informant B 2018. This informant has admitted to having received 50 Birr to attend gdibcile meetings.
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express feelings about an experience that people may have kept to themselves, and thus, it falls
under the relief theory of humor.
4.3.1.5. 20@- AP (HC ALONAT® “We are not pulse’, HC “I0t ($de 078 MG @H+ Pulse are
corn, wheat, tef, and so on.

“You can’t identify a human based on ethnicity ‘We are not pulse’ Pulse are corn, wheat,

tef, and so on’

This final quote from a poster is written in both Amharic and English. They are playing
on the word HC zdr which can mean both ethnicity, and seed. They use humor to state that
ethnicity should not be used to identify humans. The boys carrying this poster were maintaining
a political stance similar to image three. It seems that a generation of urban Ethiopians are
almost refusing to be defined by ethnicity, the fundamental way EPRDF structured the
federation of the country. It could also be argued that it is the politicization of ethnicity in
politics that they are speaking against. Regardless, ethnic politics is something that is mocked
and ridiculed, highlighting distaste to it through such jokes. This again falls under the relief
theory of humor.

4.3.2 Chants

Chants include popular songs, war cries, and statements that were repeated by people during
public demonstrations. While posters only contain writings and pictures, these chants were live
demonstrations of people celebrating, dancing, singing and reciting lines together. All of the
chants below are taken from the September 9, 2018 rally at Mdsqdl Square. The political party
Ganbot Sdbat took its name from the day of the May 2005 elections in the Ethiopian calendar
where they believe to have won the elections. Its prominent member is Dr. Brohanu Néagga,
who was elected to be Addis Abdba’s mayor in 2005 but was soon arrested and then exiled.
The demonstrations were held the day this exiled group was returning to Addis Abéba. This
was possible because PM Abiy Ahmed forgave all political prisoners and exiled figures.

4.3.2.1 In a circle with a few men and women leading the songs, a few youth sang
P —
P —fr
aHanc e0a7 10c
artanc &im7 10c

‘Yaho — Yaho
Yaho — Yaho
If we didn’t work together, they would have eaten us

If we didn’t work together, they would have sold us’
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The image of being eaten and sold, with the implication that it is the TPLF who would
have done this is not necessarily humorous. But it does foster a sense of community based on
the understanding of this common fear. This isn’t humorous, but it is an adaptation of a
traditional folk song. This malleability of chants is also seen in the other cases. Traditional
songs are reappropriated as long as poems can be made to fit in the structure of the songs.

4.3.2.2 Running in a group of about 20 individuals, young boys and girls were heard
singing
ALTE H3 hé-(- @FY ‘Dangerous vagabond, wdyane itself’

After the election of May 2005, PM Millds Zenawi claimed that the violence in Addis
Abéba was only because of AL15 (H3 addgdniia bozdne ‘dangerous hooligans, vagabonds’ of
the city. Thirteen years later, Addis Abédba’s youth chant using the same phrase but now against
the TPLF. People had not forgotten the exact phrase the late prime minister used.

4.3.2.3 This same group then switched to singing the following,
K0L Bcht-
G ACPY7AN @ PCTA
‘Abbay Sihaye

You’ve stolen sugar, you forgot the salt’

Abbay Sihaye’'* was among the prominent figures of TPLF, who had supposedly been
smuggling sugar when the country was facing dire shortage. It is also necessary to state that in
chapter two, a speech was made by a parliamentarian reminding the prime minister that the
government was not set up to sell sugar. Image five of this chapter reminds us that there were
sugar and oil shortages in the city. People are here mocking Abbay Sihaye through sarcastic
joke stating that he should now steal salt too.

4.3.2.4 Another group of young boys holding a poster showing which neighbourhood they
came from, Bella, repeated in unison: «@°A0 HGR! Ad47 LM PCNW!» ‘Millés
Zenawi, may the soil be mitmita (chili pepper spice) for you’

This chant falls under the disparaging theory of humor as it is wishing ill on someone
who isn’t alive anymore. Youth are wishing the soil to turn into mitmita so it burns him in his
grave. It can be understood that Millds and Addis Abdba had a difficult relationship.

4.3.2.5 A group of boys wearing a Bunna Football Club T-shirt and carrying a large Ethiopian

flag without a star on it led a large group of people into singing:

514 Abbay Séhaye was declared dead on January 13, 2021. Anon. 2021.
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ao\O RGP A7t aPAMs
bl ho9sU 978 AL @-M::

Millds Zenawi, you bald man
if you want the star, climb to the sky

This poetic joke is similar to the one in image four. People are calling out Méllds by
name, and calling him bald, perhaps to make the poem rhyme. Then they are telling him to go
look for the star in the sky. This is a revocation of the emblem the EPRDF placed on the
Ethiopian flag. The disparaging theory of humor is at play here.

4.3.2.6 Others chanted in a group nearby: hm4®@- 04P@- 13290709° ANt AI°AT (LT
eOama- ‘Bérdkdt Somo’on should be given one of the lost, stolen condominium
houses’.

Similar to the poster in image seven, young boys and girls demanded that Bérdkéat be
given a condominium house. What makes this a joke is that they’re reminding listeners that
several condominium houses hadn’t been built even though they were reported to have been
completed. The joke is that they want Bérikat to get an apartment in one of these ‘disappeared’
condominium housings. They’re teasing him, much like they believe that Bérdkat was making
fun of people when he claimed he had no housing. This falls under the relief theory of humor
as it expresses several beliefs about the condominium housing scheme of Addis Abéba.

4.3.2.7 A group of boys and girls standing on the back of a pickup truck and carrying a
large Ethiopian (star-less) flag sang traditional wedding and funeral songs in a slightly
modified way. They chanted: ?Hé %avt PHE havt AL NANC (LT “Next year, next year,
Abboy in prison’.

This is a wedding song that has been changed into a political expression. In the wedding
song, people predict the birth of a child the following year. Here, people are expecting the arrest
of ‘Abboy’, Abboy Sobhat, another prominent leader of TPLF. This falls under the relief theory
of humor as young people are expressing their hopes.

4.3.2.8. They then sang a funeral song,

PL PR TALLT
P PL AL MLIT
PL PL @LY I+

Way Way we are separated
Way Way from top to bottom
Way Way wdyane is dead

Here are young people using sarcasm to gloat about the end of TPLF’s rule. Typically
repeated by women as they say their goodbyes to the departed, this chant has been used to say
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a mock goodbye to wdyane at the demonstration. This mockery also plays on the fact that most
of the TPLF members had at the time left Addis Abdba and fled to Miqéle. It falls under the
disparaging theory of humor.
4.3.2.9. Another group ran past them singing and broadcasting a song from the Dérg

period:

VU~ WXL TPRI°

VU~ @0fy &m-LI°

+1a téov: NIV KOCH

AVIC NAZ°1S ADTT oo F

Ha Hu — May Ethiopia be first

Ha Hu — May wdyane collapse

Rise and walk strengthen your arms

For the country’s prosperity and for your people’s defense

Some boys repeated this Dérg propaganda song to sing about the demise of TPLF. The
song isn’t originally about TPLF, but people had replaced some phrases to make the song
applicable to them. What is interesting is that the people chanting these Dirg songs were either
too young to remember the Dérg or not even born until after its rule over Ethiopia. This isn’t a
joke, but it seemed important to show the extent youth go to express what they feel about
EPRDF.

4.3.2.11 +0 PAoL@- T+ PAGPLD- AR PPt ACNLNLD- ‘Abiy came and scared him who
was used to corruption’

This here is a chant taken from the Addis Abdba football stadium. Ethiopian Coffee F.C.
(also known as the Bunna Football Club) fans sing this at the stadium to make fun of corrupt
clubs, and unfair plays. It has been brought here to make a playful political statement. It creates
an image of a corrupt figure frightened because of PM Abiy. It falls under the relief theory of
humor.

4.3.2.12 The following is about Brohanu Nigga
N6 ANA N6 AN
oLy MO
ga5m- (1N

MA@+ o,
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Bre,’' the flower, Bre, the flower
wdyane the thief

The hero in Bole

The thief in Mégqéle

This poetic joke highlights political tension. TPLF members were in Méqgéle as those
TPLF once exiled, like Brohanu Négga, were at the time returning as heroes to Addis Abéba.
It falls under the relief theory of humor.

4.3.2.13 gNa74: £nA7A 0 ‘The hyena will eat you’

This joke is again a play on the popularized ‘daytime hyenas’ phrase. Youth are singing
this about TPLF. It can mean many things, but most importantly it implicates TPLF members
as greedy and hungry figures. This can fall under the disparaging theory of humor.

4.3.2.14 r¢ @f0% ¢ @00: € ON0% @00 & LA ACT A0 ‘Guro Wisdbaye Guro Wéséba,
Guro Wdsdbaye Wisdba Bre returns having conquered’

This is a celebratory folk song, previously used for warriors who had gone for hunting or
battle expeditions and who had returned successfully. Brohanu Négga’s name has been placed
in the chant, praising him as a man who has won. This is not a joke but praise folk poetry.

4.3.2.15 A7L& W7L& Nt AP BN 4Ravd) 1@ B0 AAU? AP T 1?7 aodh, ‘Let us go in the
forest, before the hyena gets here. Are you here, hyena? Yes, where? Mégqéle’

In this case, a children’s song has been transformed into a political song. The original
song’s basic make-up is a conversation kids are having with a hyena, asking him what his
morning routine is. It ends with the hyena telling the kids that he’s hungry and the kids
dispersing before it gets to them. The boys chanting this were sitting in the same way children
would sit to prepare for the game. Their use of hyenas, again, is because of the popularization
of the phrase ‘day-time hyenas’. This is a disparaging humor, teasing and belittling old TPLF

members and mocking them for fleeing to Mégjle.
4.3.3 Brief conclusion

These chants were thought of by people who came out to the various demonstrations. There
was no orchestration by the government or command to take to the streets. The chants and
posters both show people making fun of TPLF. Granted, these jokes do not paint a full picture
of what the public demonstrations were like. They only show when and how humor was used.
But the jokes present deep-seated resentment against the former EPRDF, and especially the

TPLF. People express themselves through humor and most of their self-expressions are things

515 Bre is the endearing version of Brohanu Nigga’s name.
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they have kept to themselves for years. It could be that the political changes, coupled with what
PM Abiy had said in his first few public appearances overwhelmed individuals. It seems
however close to the idea of Mésfon Wélddmaryam’s madfdt. This is a clear demonstration of
a city making fun of, belittling and releasing built-up resentment against a powerful
government body who had reduced itself to the confines of a small town like Méqéle in light

of a new powerful ruler in town.
4.4 Conclusion

Taxi quotes, sayings, chants and posters have been used in this chapter to express the value of
humor in self-expression in urban Ethiopia. It is true that sarcasm and tendentious jokes
dominate the majority of the jokes collected throughout the chapter. However, beyond this
nature of the jokes, the contents of the jokes have been used to highlight some of the realities
of contemporary Addis Abdba marking this chapter as an attempt towards social ethnography.
The jokes indicate some limitations of life in the capital city, and an almost defeatist acceptance
of the nature of things. Beyond this, we notice that there are little to no ethnicity jokes, sexual
jokes or even jokes on religions. This is not to say religious texts were not noticed. Declarations
of faith from the three dominant religions and religious denominations, the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, Islam and Protestants, of the city are clearly visible on the minibuses, but none could
be classified as jokes.’'® All the jokes are almost transcendent and only mock individuals as
individuals. Youth are responsibly careful in what they post in their minibuses so as not to
offend flagrantly.

When it comes to Mésfon Wilddmaryam’s theory, the reasons behind the culture of
madyfdt could be what Tsehai Berhane-Selassie suggested, i.e. that Ethiopia has not been able
to raise accountable political elite that are responsible to the ordinary Ethiopian. In an absence
of such a political culture, what average citizens can do would be to wait until they are allowed
to express themselves (in the case of public demonstrations), or curate and modify spaces to
share their opinions. We observe this latter case in how minibuses have been transformed into
spaces of self-expression.

However, we also realize that humor is not just a tool of resisting politicians. It is an
appreciated way of living with one another in Addis Abdba. The attention given to word-
choice, the culture of using gane and double-entendre, witticisms, plays on puns, sarcasm and
irony are all testament that ¢dwata is a deeply appreciated skill. Hence, the skill of joking

politicians use and the jokes people in the arts make are not exceptional to life in Addis Abéba.

516 For a discussion on polemical religious bumper stickers and texts, please refer to Kindeneh Endeg 2014.
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Joking and joke telling is dominant in the non-formal, non-political spaces of the capital city

as well.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion

This dissertation has presented various uses of humor in contemporary Addis Abéba. It
primarily introduced the Amharic word ¢dwata as the equivalent for the English word humor
and used the word to describe the phenomenon of joke telling and humorous conversation in
the succeeding chapters. Chapter one discusses ¢d@wata in Ethiopian historiography showing
how humor is a part of Ethiopian oral culture that has not been previously independetly
collected and studied. Chapter two, three and four discuss humor in three venues. These are the
parliament, the theatre and the public spaces of Addis Abéba, respectively. In each chapter, a
particular case study is taken for discussion of the sort of ¢dwata and its purposes in that venue.
Each of these chapters begins with a historical investigation to contextualize the venue under
discussion, after which the jokes are presented, translated and discussed. On a micro level, all
of the jokes of these three chapters have been individually discussed for the sort of humor
theory they categorically fall under. The relief theory of humor and the disparaging theory of
humor have been used to discuss the effects and purposes of the jokes collected.

The value of the research undertaken is in showing that though there is a serious written
and documented political culture in Ethiopia, the relationship between the Ethiopian
government and the general public can also be studied from Ethiopians’ oral cultures.
Disregarding the jokes discussed beyond the case studies, the number of jokes in this thesis
total to one hundred and forty-six. Taken from a mix of each joke’s micro analysis, participant
observation, and historical investigation, as well as theories and conjectures, each chapter has
made an analysis of the political and social realities of contemporary Addis Abédba. The cawata
studied in this dissertation illuminate an informal and often elusive sphere of communication
between the government and the public. Some aspects of the relationship of Addis Abédba with
EPRDF, especially post 2005, are highlighted in the jokes made both by the ruling elite and by
the urban dweller.

The thesis has outlined the use of humor in the pre-EPRDF Ethiopian political and social
sphere. Figures like Aldga Gibri Hanna and the book Mdshafi Ciwata are cases of the use
of ¢dwata for educational purposes as well as for speaking truth to power and also for
amusement. In the case of Aldga Gabra Hanna, his jokes are often used to point out logical
inconsistencies. His jokes use several techniques such as gane which lend his humor the sense
of mysteriousness. His humor is greatly aided by the Amharic language, whose words often
hold multiple meanings. Aldga Géabra Hanna is remembered today as an archetype of using
humor to voice critical opinions to rulers, as well as for being a witty scholar who entertains,

jokes and makes fun of individuals.
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And yet, the thesis has shown that Aldga Gibrd Hanna is not unique in his ability to
skilfully use ¢d@wata in communication. From the historiography presented in chapter two,
¢dwata was a serious mode of the road-side courts, the ¢dwa military games, as well as how
individuals dialogued with one another. This means that there is no indication that Alidqa Gabra

Hanna was alone, or that humor is a peculiar feature of a selected period of Ethiopian history.
5.1 Role of humor in Addis Abiba

The question that led to this research was, what role does humor have in contemporary Addis
Abiba? The chapters have presented the purpose of humor as a self-reflective activity, as a
means of speaking truth to power, as educational or didactic, as negotiation with power across
political elite and with the general public, and finally as a source of entertainment.

Humor as a self-reflective activity is visible mostly in the fourth chapter, where minibus
quotes from young urban dwellers are discussed. Beyond the political and economic comments
observed in these humorous texts, we observe young Ethiopians reflecting on their social
relationships with other Ethiopians, their roles in Ethiopia, and their self-understanding and
imaginations. Some of these jokes are disparaging in nature, while others are emphatic
expressions of their observations. Their jokes are sometimes ambiguous, gene-esque in nature
and other times sarcastic and ironic. These are windows into the world of young Ethiopians.
We observe how they see their jobs as indispensable to the city and how they espouse an air of
superiority for their services. Championing a moralistic attitude at times, they eschew
alcoholism and other related addictions, promote respect of the Almighty’s plans, disparage
argumentative individuals, and frown upon corrupt and rich individuals. They take on social
responsibility to use their minibuses to speak about injustices the poor of the city face, and
express what they believe love and romantic relationships should be like. All the same, we read
quotes and expressions that hilariously support the case of chewing khat and promote breaking
traffic laws. We also see how they preemptively mock and belittle people who may haggle
about the price of transportation or argue about fare changes. As a result, these jokes should be
considered as expressions of what young Ethiopians may be thinking about at a particular time.

In chapter three, there is a character called Gas Qoftannaw who uses humor to push
people towards reflecting about their place in the city so that urban Ethiopians become active
shapers of their lives. Since the humor of this chapter is derived from a play which is
fundamentally designed to teach critical thought to viewers, it can be argued that the general
humor of the play is conclusively educational. There are characters that present political and
economic critique, and those like Gas Qoftannaw who resemble A/dga Gébra Hanna and use

jokes to disparage some individuals while speaking to power all the while. The most interesting
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aspect of this is that Ethiopian plays went from a period of experimentation to that of moral
didacticism in the post-May 2005 election period. This shift highlights artists and those in the
performance arts stepping up to fill in a role they assume has been neglected. That they use
comedy for this is all the more indicative of how jokes allow artists to elude government
censorship as they speak their minds to both the government and the public.

When discussing government censorship and humor in power relations, chapters two,
three and four show how cddwata is the space of informal communication with power in
Ethiopia. Broadly, the themes of jokes that are directed at the government are pertaining to
democracy, and economic questions. At the heart of these are questions that generally pertain
to justice. And this is not only directed at EPRDF’s rule. Such questions are presented in the
form of jokes to the monarchic rule of Hayli Sollase, as well as the totalitarian Dirg. Through
the jokes at the parliament, we observe how parliamentarians accuse the EPRDF for its
authoritarian grip over Ethiopia. Questions of rigged elections and exaggerated economic
development figures are presented through jokes. The first chapter has presented how the late
Prime Minister Méllds Zenawi responds to these questions, also through humor. The post-2005
Ethiopian parliament demonstrably becomes a space where EPRDEF’s leadership expresses its
might by skilfully belittling, mocking and disparaging other parliamentarians and where
parliamentarians use humor to persistently present questions though they may not receive
satisfactory answers. Some parliamentarians joke to create a convivial atmosphere, while
others who have no patience for this game are reprimanded by the House Speaker. Through
this we notice a hierarchy that exists at the parliament.

From the jokes about politics in chapter three and four, one thing becomes apparent: the
May 2005 elections mark the turn of the relationship Addis Abéba had with EPRDF from a
tolerable to a bitter one. Rigging of elections, the use of state media (ETv) to preach
development and growth, government corruption, rampant police violence against young
Ethiopians in the capital city as well as persecution of those in the media are targets of the
political jokes presented in this thesis. In chapter three, we even observe how artists make fun
of Addis Abiba for not speaking directly to power anymore. An otherwise tense relationship
between the EPRDF and the capital city is lubricated by humor and jokes. Beyond relaxing the
atmosphere of the city, for a historian, this shows the continued use of humor to speak to power
and to maintain a relationship with one’s rulers. I use ‘relationship’ here because the three
chapters are taken from different venues that different groups of Ethiopians frequent, but the
themes and content of the humor in all the chapters overlap. The content of what is spoken at

the parliament is seen in a minibus taxi in a different form. After the anti-terrorism law
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discussions at the parliament, for example, minibuses posted similar decrees calling individuals
who argue with the driver ‘terrorists’. This shows that the public and the ruling elite pay
attention to one another.

To reiterate, at the heart of the political jokes is a question of justice and in fact, of
invoking justice, and voicing the need for justice. These come in various forms; there are
individuals at the parliament who demand justice of representation like Saliga Admase, who
is discussed in chapter two. The jokes from the minibuses and play ask about a just and
equitable economic distribution. There are also jokes that pertain to justice in the sense of

freedom of expression and speech.
5.2 Modernization and humor

Contemporary Ethiopian history is studied as a part of modern Ethiopian history. And this
modernization was embarked upon by Emperor Tewodros. This process has significantly
altered and affected the course of Ethiopian history since. The structure of the government has
changed from one of a monarchy, to a parliamentarian system. With this change, Ethiopia’s
leaders have adapted as well. By observing the jokes of the public, one may assume that the
administrative structure of Ethiopian governments has changed but the style of governing with
a few group of individuals ruling the country with a strong hand has not. Arguably, though the
proximity to power of the general public under EPRDF is higher that it would have been under
Emperor Hayld Sollase’s time, the means of holding these rulers accountable for their policies,
and ideas have not really grown or developed. In this vein, joking has remained as a way of
speaking to power in Ethiopia.

In the jokes of chapter three and four, people do not necessarily address the process of
modernization, but rather the micro level conditions they live under. As indicated in some of
the darkest jokes of chapter four, there persist serious economic problems in Addis Abéba, and
possibly the rest of the country. Jokes are used to express these realities in an environment
where the city does not have elected representatives to speak about its problems. Addis Abédba
has grown in size and infrastructure since Emperor Monilak’s time, but over a century does not
appear to have been enough to elevate people from dire poverty. It could be that it is difficult
to achieve sustainable growth in a country that has not undergone an industrial revolution as
some postulate. Nevertheless, the jokes show grave poverty is a big problem. This is visible in
the ¢dwata about lack of access to clean water and food, lack of electricity, shelter, increasing
income gap, poor education quality, and rise in unemployment rates. The role of jokes in this

instance is in expressing problems the city faces.
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As entertainment, all three venues also include jokes made for the sake of merriment and
laughter. The fundamental political and socio-economic changes the country has undergone
since the nineteenth century have not changed the tradition of using various techniques of
Ambharic humor to respectably express one’s opinion in twenty-first century Ethiopia. At the
level of the government, there are the historical funny individuals such as Aldga Gabrd Hanna
and Niggadras Tisimma dsite as well as the contemporary Buléa Dimegsa, Saldga Admase,
Dr. Merara Gudina and the like whose jokes entertain. At the theatre, the play is in comedy
form and though it has serious social and political commentary, it also entertains. The
minibuses are similar, as they also carry jokes that serve to make others laugh. Most
importantly, though the EPRDF and the capital city may have held differences in opinions
about the administration of Ethiopia, rulers and the general public shared a culture of

appreciating witty and humorous Amharic expressions.
5.3 Cultural change and continuity

The historical and historiographical culture of using ¢@wata has been discussed in chapter one
of the dissertation. Humor plays a fundamental role in litigation, in expressing power rivalry
while mocking the emperor at a game of guks, in suggesting, criticizing, or rejecting ideas of
rulers, and in creating laughter in communal settings. Those who use humor and poetic
proverbs to express themselves are respected for their oratorial skills. These are all still visible
in Addis Abédba. If there have been fundamental changes in political and socio-economic
structures of the country, twenty-first-century Addis Abdba shows that the culture of using
humor has not changed very much.

There are adaptations and one notable change is seen in the Amharic spoken in the city.
The most important being that English is a fundamental contributor of loan words to the spoken
Ambharic of today. A sample list from the jokes collected are the following English words:
democracy, fiscal, economy, fungus,’!” agenda, field,’'® export, family, business, plastic,’!”

logic, jerrican,>? screen, board, commission, poster, flyer, shower, contraband, zebra,>?! sport,

517 It is mentioned in chapter three that this word is rendered fings in spoken Ambharic.

513 Ethiopians use field to refer to fieldwork.

519 Interestingly, in vernacular Amharic plastic is not used — the word ‘lastic’ is used instead to mean the
same thing.

520 This was a liquid container made from pressed steel, but the name is used in Ethiopia to refer to large
liquid containers in general. These are also often plastic and not necessarily made of steel.

521 Zebra is used in Amharic to refer to the zebra crossings on roads.
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professor, account, and taxi. The Amharic language was discussed as being malleable, as it is
open to accepting words and expressions from other languages. The jokes show this
malleability. Ethiopians of the capital city appropriate words and phrases from the English
language and transform them to sometimes create new meaning for them, and other times to
use them as they are. There are also new words that are unique to Addis Abdba mostly observed
in the minibus writings. An example is S§eba, meaning old man. Such words demonstrate the
growth of the language in Addis Abdba, and though these words are not a part of the Amharic
used by scholars or those who write, they exist in the spoken Amharic of a dominant group of
the city, i.e. youth.

From the jokes studied, it can also be said that Addis Abédba’s humor does not break the
taboos of the society. There are very few cases of publicly stated sexual jokes, or jokes that
make fun of identity and religion. It is not that these jokes are non-existent, but that they are
not present in public spaces. And though all three of the case-studies of this dissertation study
public spaces of Addis Abéba, the author of this thesis did not come across jokes that made fun
of these topics.

There is one peculiar occurence of twenty-first century Ethiopia. This is presented in
chapter four through the collection of jokes versed and carried at demonstrations. This was not
seen at the end of the rule of previous rulers of modern Ethiopia. There are no precedents for
Ethiopians saying goodbye to their rulers through jokes and humor in mass demonstrations.
This should be understood as a particular case of the way the change in leadership came in

2018, instead of simply as a reflection of the relationship between EPRDF and Addis Abéba.
5.4 Remarks

Finally, part of the limitation of the research conducted here is the scope of research which is
confined to Addis Abédba and to the Amharic language only. Other regions of the country and
how they relate with power, and whether or not humor is a significant part of their lives have
to be investigated to make a wholesome conclusion about Ethiopians’ use of ¢dwata. Though
figures like Aldga Gébrd Hanna are not from Addis Abédba and historiography shows that
wittiness is not unique to the capital, it would still be important to do independent research
outside the capital city. Another interesting topic of further investigation is social media humor
which requires its own separate methodology and tools of analysis. The ever-growing
prominence of social media in the political lives of Ethiopians is indicated in the number of
government officials and government offices who have Twitter and Facebook accounts, and
who interact with people at times through humor. Further research could be done on the

multiple functions of humor in this space as well.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Interview questions

All the questions written here are in the masculine pronoun for the sake of ease of presentation.
Interview questions for people of various neighbourhoods

. POLT WL 26 10 R0UHND-? R LCNFAY @R? (“Are you a professional comedian?’)

. PAL I°7 PPI° hA@-? (‘What is the value of a joke?”)

. RPF IOULY 17 g,HO? (“What is ¢dwata? And fez?’)

. o+ p¢ tPANSAY? (‘Do you joke with people?’)

. AtPANL FO-AAY? (‘Can you spend a day without joking?”)

.07 07k tPARAY? T aV? (‘How many times a day would you joke?’)

. A9°7 AG 0977 AL TPOSAU? (‘“Why and on who do you joke?’)

. Q0 Q7F PAL aPAP AANT? hATTY A@-7 @14 10-? (‘Do people have to laugh at your

0 9 N kR~ WD~

jokes? Is your purpose to make people laugh?’)

9. NPCH+ PATTHD PAL AT POLLND (. PJH? (‘What is a joke you heard recently and
liked?”)

10. A72&7 PAL et Farnay? (‘“Where do you get a joke from?”)

11. ALFUT 9°7 LOATFPA? (‘What inspires your jokes?”)

12. 1hV7 0977 oC Fah4-av? (“Who do you spend your time with?”)

13. $AL A7 MU OWGT7 7 0F hA®- 1AV F00AY? (‘What if any do you think is the
value of joking in our country and as a people?’)

14. +£8+cT7 32a0? (‘Do you watch plays at the theatre?”)

15. &A 9°7 a2HSE AAv? (‘What other forms of entertainment do you have?”)

16. k91 @O Q@ PF@7 N7 aohhe LOTANGA? NCT@- AT hFHNOh@-? (‘From what
you’ve seen and observed, how do people share their ¢dwata in the city?’)

17. DAAFEZe avPF avhnd TH 740U a08PT 1T O 1T At? (‘Are there any
memorable things said by Ethiopian rulers?”)

18. ot 7 o0 97 ALTE PAST TF®- 0910 (-OHT? NATT LPASA? (‘What sorts of

jokes are dominant in the humor of our city? What do people joke about?’)
Interview questions for those who work at theatres

1. QLY EeHC 0F @01 9°7 PUA LH A2010707 (‘How long have you served at this
theatre?”)
2. @Y 29°F@-P NPT - AHCFY A7 0089, 2P 17 wiA7A? (‘If you have performed, how

many comedy plays have you performed in?’)
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3. QO+ ONHT FFPET W ETCT 207 (‘Which sorts of plays do people watch a lot?”)

4. 040 9o LOHCFTT N8, avp\h avgPM FF - ANA TR D7 AG NeR. P IC ATT avih
297,008 eavad7d\? (‘“The first play Fabula is in comedy form, what do you think that says about
our relationship with humor as Ethiopians?”)

5. Wt H28 O APOR YT PTTF Povedh 2P T avhd hPP 4710 W74 1@+ AF°7 LIPNATA?
(‘Hyyayyu Fdngds is among the popular plays. Why do you think that is?”)

6. DTt @O 7 W TF PAST TFO- 0oL 10T \-NHF? QA9°7 LAS%A? (‘What sorts of jokes
are told in our city? What do people joke about?”)

7. £EFC AL PAL DNAHAN LaPMA ORI Achd, TR PT A-ATFO- 2472 (‘Do playwrights
borrow jokes from the people or come up with them themselves?’)

8. A7 LOAPA TN 09,3007 11C (19°7 aPN6.CT 2444507 (“What are the criteria for judging
if something makes people laugh?’)

9. Och N 07 +7 +C O-OT PAL I°7 03 AAD- 1AV F9°FAV? (‘“What do you think is the
value of humor in people’s day to day lives?’)

10. Av~7 AHY EEFC WF Q7 HETCT 23007 090 F? (48,097, PbL+0 h? (‘How many
plays are showing at this theatre at the moment? Yearly? Are there plays that are repeated?’)

11. %99, &ché.f7 hiv? (“Are there playwrights who write permanently?”)

12. A7 OELTHC K& @L. avfelh AdNLPCA 977 97 avnB e hANT? (“What is the process that
goes into staging a script?”’)

13. 2470C ch o Fu- 9°7 Laraad? (‘What is your censorship law like?”)

14. hv-7 AR 9°7 97 K230 £15°A? (‘What is currently showing at your theatre?”)

15. hP% 8710 AHY Nchué-® ELHC £PCN INC: Au? AC: A7 PUN LI P40? (“Hyyayyu
Fingds was showing here at the national theatre before. Not anymore. For how long was it

staged?’)
Interview questions for lecturers at the university

1. 977 AOA? 9°7 F 0t 9P-AV/twé-Av Av? (‘What is your name? What do you teach or do
currently?”)

2. 4%t P73 &H PTG 9°7 SFO« ARTH? (‘What do laughter, ¢dwata, fez mean to you?’)

3. PAEKL Oh AT P AT 711971 ArFANT? (‘Can we speak of Ethiopian culture and
cawata?’)

4. 4P AL FANET AT AP AL +C HEN ANTI@- J@-Pay? (‘Have you thought of laughter
as philosophy and laughter as a way of life?”)

5. 770t A7AC enPF °7 715 hA@-? (‘In terms of politics, what role does humor have?”)

6. eI TAFO- Do%8. 05 F Ade? (‘Are there comedians that you follow?”)
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7. P I°7 TPI° AAD- A Te%P @01? (‘What role does ¢dwata have in Ethiopia?”)

8. PchC PALT AT L hv~7? (‘Do we have ethnic based jokes today?”)

9. P4C AGPTT APSICH 10C AS FZoF@< NOLI® AANNLI® «A@- ALAP LM-AA AT7%» LAN
ONH = AFP2R7T ARV P70 LaPAYA? (‘] was speaking to the elderly mothers and most were
saying regardless of how difficult or easy their lives became ‘how can one spend a day without
laughing’. Why do you think they say this?”)

10. P37 AL TI0To14E ATRD- @8 +mPar i@« F@-PAY? (‘Have you thought of ¢awata

as a pedantic tool or used it as such?’)
Interview questions for those involved in the production of Festalen

1. A9° 4G #7¢-V (“your name and work/occupation’)

2. 0PLI° 40 P17 INCY? (“What was your previous occupation?’)

3. KPR &TINT Aav i+t P hO@ATY? (‘“What made you decide to create Hyyayyu Fangéds?”)

4. totet 2P T hxv? (‘Do you have other productions?”)

5. hP% 47710 97 PUA 1LH av&sh AR $2? o1 0FPFa 40? (‘For how long did dyyayyu
Féngis stay on stage? Where has it appeared?’)

6. avBav4e e AavLlh NPl (Y N4 7 LU LH DALY AarATave:? (‘How long did it
take you to get used to the character before it was staged?’)

7. PhE% POALT WG AavAMhATT (L 1@ e (100 PLKEFD ORI AT hANTT
F0ChFAv? PASE NP Lavismn PTLAD- OC Agvln 1@+ (‘Does Biérdkdt produce all of
Hyyayyu’s jokes and commentaries or do you also contribute? Just to see where the jokes
emerge from.”)

8. hP% AT°7 +@8E T WTT NAY F00AV? (“Why do you suppose dyyayyu got this popular?”’)

9. RPF AT PAL AT IC 9°7 TPI° AAD- 1AV F00AV? (‘What role do you think ¢dwata and
jokes have for us?’)

10. A797% ae@-o8, 44 ATOM 1@< LANE AWAD- ¢ A& 10+ LAN: ATE 927 TPI® AAD-?
(‘Some say it is how we create an escape route; others say it is a way of disregarding one’s
responsibilities. What purpose does it have for you?’)

11. 292 60 PS A9°7 40?7 (“Why is Hyyayyu presented as a mad man?”)

12. A9 P71 MPATD- 12 AhSLT MHT £OhAN? (‘Do the characters Hyyayyu mentions
represent real life people?”)

13. A7t K897 hOTOTh AT Favpn¥efy 907 091,077 2avadYA? (‘What do you think we the
audience feel when watching you on stage?’)

14. 102 GATT 92787 107 “IHGGH? (“What is the purpose of Hyyayyu? Entertainment?”)
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15. t@-pk @0T PUI0PLLG PP Atz PLHL@-° LTI TICT Advs: aOwl P POLE PTG
¢F@-? (‘There are ¢dwata that do not change in the play. There are also timely commentaries
sometimes. Which ones are the fundamental jokes?’)

16. At HOFCT A A28 KPR ASTHT ThtA®- faom? (‘Are there plays inspired by
Hyyayyu that have appeared?”)

17. 0998, p2¢-PF a6 92787 10 h4,0 AN @-a7? (‘What is the role of comedic productions
in Addis Abéba?’)

18. AP AL AAA%G- @088 TT POALT Ate? (‘Are there jokes related to our new ruler in
Ayyayyu?”)

19. .0307 o1 ¢+ PCAA? (‘“Where has Festalen appeared?”’)

20. e2ha. @0 PaT7 324U? (‘Do you observe quotes in taxis?”)

21. &t 29 t@ L@ 121C? (‘Which play do you like?”)

22. 09100 PAL °7 0F AAD- Nh L@ TY? (‘Personally, what value does joking have in your
life?’)

Appendix 2: Notes for each chapter
Chapter one
Appendix A: Personal conversations

Abiye Teklemariam, scholar and journalist of Ethiopian socio-politics, personal
conversation, Europe (September 2020)

Bairu Tafla, professor emeritus of Ethiopian history, personal conversation, Hamburg
(June 2020).

Hiruie Ermias (PhD), scholar of Ga’az language, personal conversation, Hamburg
(September 2020).

Marew Alemu, linguist at Bahir Dar University, personal conversation over Zoom

(August 2020).

Appendix B: Videos
Dano’el Kobrit. 1A AASP ML hG CATATP NNI° AQET PP F40°F 0 4/7 9T N0 (Sald Aliga
Gabrd Hanna yaltdsdmmu bdtam asaqinn ydhonu tarikoc¢ ‘Unheard funny stories of
Aldqa Gébra Hanna’) available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcFZal.2x6w4&t=211s, Accessed on April
2018.
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Chapter two
Appendix A: Videos

1. British Pathé video: ‘Haile Selassie Opens New Parliament And Then Sees Display Of Folk
And Tribal Dances AKA Haile Selassie Opens New Parliament 1955°. British Pathé.
www.britishpathe.com/video/haile-selassie-opens-new-parliament-and-then-sees,  accessed
June 2019.

2. YouTube Video of Mingastu’s speeches in Parliament: ‘Ao°U0r A97¢- @10t 9°7 TI0T 107 28
PNk YeATICETS L7P T91IC Miéngostu Hayld Maryam  Speech About Ambhara.’
https://www.youtube.com/Watch?v=0ZAunylMbo8, accessed January 2019.

3. Links to the performance Report of 2009/10:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTvnGBCO11A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPIUhGhT8f4

o L

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ae2uSCrJVpM

o o

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5gPz6x91pll
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=;SwmXA9zhBw&t=520s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4VcJHDGCWIO
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gyOsUrWXQHA

b ]

> o

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y 0z-TIGDI16I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IFqlAGr071I

j-  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xVMUkmSo040Ok
k. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=naW4wK1GUCE

Appendix B: Personal Conversations

Abiye Teklemariam, personal conversation (April 2020).

Bairu Tafla, personal conversation (May 2020).

Hiruie Ermias, personal conversation (September 2020).

Somo‘on Marayye 2020, resident of Addis Abidba, personal conversation (February
2020).

Appendix C: Lectures
Dr. Hiruie Ermias, lecture at University of Hamburg 100" year celebrations. June 28", 2019.

Appendix D: Mdngastu’s speech listed in section 2.2

228 AF ATCRE TINT ATPAL AT ATPMSE PUA PULLINA PUIC (1T° ARLATC: AT AHe%P
TNt AFEPC VAT AG AIPATEP NN9° 2FLAT AANN h-d ORI TRNT P1RAT 17
A8 NG AP 78 &bz 07IMM 16 @M AG &N WGt 1= [L..] Adeke
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(HY PAA° hAA TINTI° (PACP AF SN AGT (AL A7 hAA hee OhC 0T1CT
NLM-N AZILE Al 778000C &40 MHELE AACLE T hAA A PA4T OF ALV
NA@- HC Bt 0727157 Q0T a2 P12 KG 01& & 1002 PLIHIT AMC 24,
(148 PACC 0 &10C HAN OP'r FAAP OTHE K89 (vFe-EENE P POMC LEF
AF ARWPT POMC TMHAE BPI°C NGAT° VAT NI PEH A1CT A28, 104 LUTT AA
ATPXRE (AAT® av 2 F TIh(C § NASSh AT &CEF FCTC G2.9° 1
A2LaPIPS. adMY POt AN TR ATIPCA AG PaP0ddet N9hE AGPIINR ALY
ATPXE PIOTHAAD UIC AT AFCXLP CHAND A+ Féh hd? AHLD- TD-AL: DT
ATINFOQ OF 10 [..] LUTT etarAE OPTS AT (RS AHC HIFAP ARTHE
TANCFD ALCID AT AS AHAMA PHYT AIC TOAS PHU U+ &2 PHY U~
CLEI° Ad WG 199 Feh QAN PP T7 ALTF AGAD- (LPC MAD- (LPC DR7TI° AA 9124
aOrFa - L2 (L0 - WET PPt &7 NPT N1y 181377
AI&TFS MGARIFTTT AT AS AAMNP? AthFe oL AT hrt0dLPT
DARTT AG NAIRLE ACT D¢ P I0NFT MEEE /e MAT° PA'TIS DTENG ALLCT?
21047
To us Ethiopia does not represent an identification label. To us, Ethiopia is a beautiful,
young, virgin mother who is rich with natural wealth, who may not have eye-liners or
make-up but is beautiful nonetheless and full of love. [...] In this side of the world,
Ethiopia has previously incorporated eastern Africa and Nile Sahara region, beyond
the Red Sea until Southern Arabia and Madagascar. She was historically much larger
in size compared to contemporary Ethiopia and is also known for being the land of
human origins, and the land of ancient religious political and literary civilization as
well as for her military might, good weather conditions, cross national rivers, her
strategic sea ports and also was known for being one of the powers of the world. When
we say this, we are not speaking of territorial expansion, we do abide completely by
the United Nations and Africa Union charters. We are only mentioning this to teach
the current generation about what Ethiopia was and who Ethiopians are. [...] Those
who have observed this, have made it their task for several years, directly or indirectly,
to fight and disturb her. We the owners of all of this grand history and past, if we can’t
do anything else, at least — the fact that we try to defend whatever is left of our

territory, should we be labeled as anti-peace and war mongers for doing this?
Chapter three
Appendix A: Interviews

Informant A, resident of the neighbourhood Haya Hulidt Mazoriya, August 2018, Addis
Abiba.

Informant B, resident of the neighbourhood Haya Huldt Mazoriya, September 2018,
Addis Abéba.
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Gorum Zinnébi, actor of the one-man play Festalen, September 2018, Addis Abdba.
Somo’on Marayye, raised in Samen Séwa, October 2018, Addis Abéba.

Appendix B: Youtube Guide

1. Samvod music video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h-
1GJYnB62Y &ab_channel=NatosTube , accessed October 2020.

2. The sketch of Abbabba Tasfayye and Zafu Zdnbal in Yitdicdqqonu qgdldoc:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueh04EBLZj4&ab_channel=NileTube,

accessed June 2020.
3. An example of PM Abiy Ahmed using sentences from Festalen in his speeches, ¢¢7
B0F ydqdn goboc ‘daytime hyenas’: https://de-

de.facebook.com/OBNAmharic/videos/652979338371023/, accessed May 2019.

Chapter four
Appendix A: Interviews and conversations

Bairu Tafla, personal conversation, Hamburg (October 2020).

Informant C, interview, Haya Huldt Mazorya neighbourhood (September 2018).

Informant D, interview, Arat Kilo neighbourhood, (August 2018).

Dagom, minibus taxi driver, interview, Soro Meda neighbourhood, (October 2018).

Eliyas, resident of Addis Abéba, interview, Haya Huldt Mazorya neighbourhood,
(September 2018).

Hama Tuma, satirist author, personal conversation, Paris, (May 2020)

Hayléd Gibra’el, youth of Haya Huldt Mazorya, interview, Haya Huldt Mazorya
neighbourhood (September 2018).

Mailaku Bérihun, resident of Addis Abédba, interview, Haya Huldt Mazorya
neighbourhood (September 2018).

Mo’a Wube, youth of Haya Hulét Mazorya and student at Arba Minch University,
interview, Haya Huldt Mazorya neighbourhood (September 2018).

Nati, University of Gondar graduate of 2020, raised in two neighbourhoods of Addis
Abiba, Loddta and Haya Huldt Mazorya, Haya Huldt Mazorya neighbourhood
(September 2018).

Somoa’on Marayye, personal conversation, phone call to Addis Abéba, (December
2020).

Yokunno amlak Mazgébu, current director of the Ethiopian National Archives and

Library Agency of Ethiopia, personal dialogue, Addis Abédba, (March 2018).
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Yoftahe Haylu, youth of Bella neighborhood who currently resides in Kotebe,
interview, Bella neighbourhood, (August 2018).

Appendix B: Links

Image 4 was taken by Birrkan Fanta and the link to the image is here:
https://twitter.com/BirrkanF/status/1010574826044579840, accessed April 2019.

PM Abiy Amhid’s speech to parliament, June 2018:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tvcb5-cjkhO&ab_channel=MinilikSalsawi, accessed
October 2020.

Appendix C: Some jokes collected during fieldwork in 2018

L. m.CHN AZT A28 PC 04.C AT O L4 8 A%F AL 1N — (C AGTF@- AR 101C: hH
L. ALIPMI® LAD-:: 9 A% 1 AT TAATHD- « &% PFI° AD- £TIAFA» (L SAD- RLAN:
9oY Ak FLP «OLTID- B9 10+ AGIA@- L0y “Youth of Cérqos neighbourhood were
at a funeral for one of their neighbor’s son. The time was 2 pm in the afternoon —
their time for chewing cat. They kept waiting and waiting but the corpse doesn’t
arrive. When it became 3 pm they started angrily saying “Even when dead, he makes
us suffer”. As soon as they said this, the corpse arrived for the funeral service and they
said “Ah, he will have a long age, he appeared when we spoke about him™’.

2. B8 KEC 70 LLET AHETE Och® S0 TIHIE (O 3RS PATHAINT ALC ) AAF@D-:
097 Am-t= “When Tedy Afro sang the song sdba dirdga. Sihaye Yohannos went to
the municipality and asked them to give him a neighbourhood that hasn’t been sung
about. They gave him Qébéna’.

3. A% H'TS h&eAT TI0G PAFADT AR Wil Alcts Wbl OT6 &1L AL 9 #TC DT
e+PHT oot haTx ‘They called a student who keeps failing the ninth grade, Everadi.
Everidi battery has an image of a cat who is stuck in the number nine’.

4. ML MmPAL TLL0EC NNALT 10+ LTLPID- PPNTEEIC hONU-T AN T AdPZA) £91.18.48.L0
7184 (L7 10+ “The next prime-minister is going to be from the Amhara National
Democratic Party. The man must be a Gondére for refusing to accept power even
though he wants it’.

5. ANGA P4L7TE &C A LD+ ATePT 400 1C AATD «AMF LONLTN DLy Alt: ‘A
woman who went to buy a non-Ethiopian bred hen was told the price was 400 Birr.
The woman asked the seller, “Will it marry me and take me abroad?””’.

6. ‘Are there serial killers in Ethiopia?” ‘No, the government has not privatized the sector

yet’. (This joke was told to me in English).
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7. W% At A FAP D¢ APOM LBSA: e P4 (@< $I° KPR «IPILT 10+

eHANIh@-?» AAD- HANTLD- HGE T8 W78, AATICI» AAD-: ‘One man was carrying
a pile of wood uphill. A man who was standing idly watching him says, “What are
you carrying?”’, the man carrying the visible wood angrily responded “You may

explode, I will not tell you™’.

8. TPE: N9°7 F(14-? avA(: OhY £ 197728 (vt NPAL 1E ATV ALT28 (LBG PL (F 100+ (e

LACYA: FLP NATNA ATNA®-? ‘Question: What are you arrested for? Answer: The
command post was arresting people eating bdyyayndtu because it had green, yellow
and red. Should we eat it with ambasa then?’ (Ambasa is a small round. It is also what

the star emblem of the Ethipian flag was labelled in the city).

9. A8 8,240 ONEFT PPPP ALCT LLNLNG A% AAFAI® PATPANPA: SO OhD- 380 T2

10.

11.

12.

13.

AL (LB WG P2 LOHPA: 4.8 TP LAGT «nh(1?» ‘Once a federal police was
beating up young boys and one of them starts throwing up because he couldn’t handle
it. And what he threw up mostly had green, yellow and red color. The federal got
angry and asked, “What about the star?”’.

9oC, 97 UM dofoltT (00145 APHG DNEFT ALFA ANINC? 4.8 PATE AT (LT 10
(LEATE D78 A PAT°:: 17 0476 & TATE 10C: A1G- ool NRTM: «ATPMr (1PAD* ATOM
LATFPN: he TI77 10 T779° PAT° A Aht « &P £ 0977 AS: 107 Av-t+r A9°mt» ‘During
May 2005 elections, weren’t the federal police going around neighbourhoods
rounding up youth? They went into a mother’s home and couldn’t find a son. But
Thierry Henry’s picture was posted on the wall. One of the federal police said angrily
‘Bring him’. The mother tells him that there is no one, to which he says ‘Then whose
son is this? Bring him at once™’.

M/, PLATICLI® «U-TI° MHA (AL GL7 1D+ RIOGRD (LA ch ) «hS OOFE AFP7 10CT»
‘When Prime Minister Hayldmaryam said “We regard all the people with one eye”,
people responded, “With how many were you going to see us?””’.

A ge: N8P O-nT MG HTThA: Fhel: A%t hiae? ‘Doctor: There is sugar in your
blood. Patient: How many kilos?’.

«Boe FOT 0P P16 NA mBa>T NATU- INCEY «hP 1 TETIPTT PPy «hf (4.C
NG A28 e 70 NG APHAM 10y «NAGHY APAP 2 hude SHAT?» “Hello, you had told
us to inform you if there were exaggerated price inflations”. “Yes sir, go on and tell”
“They are selling one kilo of sugar for seventy Birr in our neighbourhood”. “Please

buy me two kilos before it runs out?”’.
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14. «170vF 16 ¢7 €CT 7 10 019104 A1AV-... 019 @057 +mPol n419°het FANTD
havAadv-:y ‘Gonbot 16 is a decisive day. I will wake up early... freely use my rights

to go to Kidandmohrit church and return’. (Gonbot 16 was an election day).
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Dissertation Summary

This dissertation primarily introduced the Amharic word ¢dwata as the equivalent for the
English word humor and used the word to describe the phenomenon of joke telling and
humorous conversation throughout the dissertation. Chapter one discusses ¢dwata in Ethiopian
historiography showing how humor is a part of Ethiopian oral culture that has not been
previously seriously collected and studied. Chapter two, three and four discuss humor in three
venues. These are the parliament, the theatre and the public spaces of Addis Abéba,
respectively. In each chapter, a particular case study is taken for discussion of the sort of ¢adwata
and its purposes in that venue. Each of these chapters begins with a historical investigation to
contextualize the venue under discussion, after which the jokes are presented, translated and
discussed. On a micro level, all of the jokes of these three chapters have been individually
discussed for the sort of humor theory they categorically fall under. The relief theory of humor
and the disparaging theory of humor have been used to discuss the effects and purposes of the
jokes collected.

The question that led to this research was, what role does humor have in contemporary
Addis Abédba? The thesis has presented the purpose of humor as a self-reflective activity, as a
means of speaking truth to power, as educational or didactic, as negotiation with power across
political elite and with the general public, and finally as a source of entertainment.

The value of the research undertaken is in showing that though there is a serious written
and documented political culture in Ethiopia, the relationship between the Ethiopian
government and the general public can also be studied from Ethiopians’ oral cultures.
Disregarding the jokes discussed beyond the case studies, the number of jokes in this thesis
total to one hundred and forty-six. Taken from a mix of each joke’s micro analysis, participant
observation, and historical investigation, as well as theories and conjectures, each chapter has
made an analysis of the political and social realities of contemporary Addis Abédba. The ¢awata
studied in this dissertation illuminate an informal and often elusive sphere of communication
between the government and the public. Some aspects of the relationship of Addis Abédba with
EPRDF, especially post 2005, are highlighted in the jokes made both by the ruling elite and by

the urban dweller.
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Zusammenfassung der Dissertation

Diese Dissertation fiihrt das amharische Wort ¢dwata als Aquivalent des englischen Worts
humor ein und verwendet es zur Beschreibung der Phinomene des Witzeerzdhlens und der
humorvollen Unterhaltung. Kapitel 1 behandelt ¢dwata in der dthiopischen Historiographie
und zeigt, dass Humor ein Teil der dthiopischen miindlich tiberlieferten Kultur ist, der bisher
nicht ernsthaft gesammelt und untersucht wurde. Kapitel 2, 3 und 4 behandeln Humor in drei
Begegnungsorten: Parlament, Theater und 6ffentliche Rdume in Addis Abéba. In jedem Kapitel
ist eine Fallstudie Grundlage fiir die Untersuchung von Art und Zweck von ddwata im
jeweiligen Begegnungsort. Jedes Kapitel beginnt mit einer historischen Einordnung zur
Kontextualisierung des jeweiligen Begegnungsorts. Darauthin werden die Witze vorgestellt,
iibersetzt und untersucht. Alle Witze dieser drei Kapitel wurden einzeln in Hinblick auf die
Humortheorie, der sie zugeordnet werden kdnnen, untersucht. Die Folgen und Ziele der
gesammelten Witze wurden anhand der relief theory und der disparagement theory untersucht.

Die Frage, die zu dieser Arbeit gefiihrt hat, lautet: Welche Rolle spielt Humor im
zeitgenOssischen Addis Abédba? Diese Dissertation stellt den Zweck von Humor als Aktivitit
der Selbstreflexion, als Moglichkeit, den Méchtigen die Wahrheit zu sagen, als padagogisch
oder didaktisch, als Verhandlung der Macht zwischen politischer Elite und Bevdlkerung und
schlieBlich als Quelle der Unterhaltung dar.

Der Wert dieser Forschung liegt darin zu zeigen, dass die Beziehung zwischen der
dthiopischen Regierung und der Bevolkerung trotz des Vorhandenseins einer ernsthaften
geschriebenen und dokumentieren politischen Kultur in Athiopien auch durch die miindlich
iiberlieferte Kultur der Athiopierinnen und Athiopier untersucht werden kann. Die Anzahl der
Witze in dieser Dissertation betrdgt 146 (ohne die Witze, die auflerhalb der Fallstudien
diskutiert werden). Jedes Kapitel analysiert die politischen und sozialen Realititen des
zeitgendssischen Addis Abdbas durch die Verbindung von Mikroanalyse der Witze,
Beobachtungen der Beteiligten und historischer Erforschung, wie auch von Theorien und
Konjekturen. Die in dieser Dissertation untersuchte ¢dwata wirft ein Licht auf einen
informellen und haufig schwer fassbaren Kommunikationsbereich zwischen der Regierung und
der Bevolkerung. Einige Aspekte der Beziehung zwischen Addis Abédba und der EPRDF, vor
allem nach 2005, werden sowohl in den Witzen der regierenden Elite als auch der

Stadtbewohnerinnen und Stadtbewohner hervorgehoben.
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