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 The modern Ethiopian state was created by the Shoan Emperor Menelik II between the end of
 the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. People living to the south, east, and
 west of the Abyssinian Empire, the Oromo among them, were incorporated into the Solomonic
 polity through successive military campaigns, and have been subjected to the rule of Addis
 Ababa ever since. This article analyses how this process of conquest and its impacts are
 represented in Oromo literature. After offering an overview on the origin and development
 of Oromo literature, the article focuses in particular on the role that Oromo novels played in
 the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in forging and enhancing Oromo cultural and
 political nationalism against the hegemonic ideology of Ethiopianness. The article analyses
 two novels in particular, Yoomi Laataa ('When Will It Be?'), published in 2011 by Isaayas
 Hordofaa and Kuusaa Gadoo ('The Pool of Grudge'), published in 1991 by Gaaddisaa Birruu.

 Keywords: Oromo literature; Oromo novels; Oromo nationalism; Oromo language; Ethiopian
 history

 Introduction

 Ethiopia is generally described as an old African nation, with an early state system beginning with

 the Aksumite kingdom, the conversion to Christianity in the fourth century AD, the mythology of

 Solomon and Sheba, the victory over Italian imperialists in 1896, and the restoration of Haile
 Selassie in 1941 after the five-year Italian occupation. Addis Ababa, where the Organization of
 African Unity, and later the African Union, have been headquartered since 1963, is the unofficial

 'capital of Africa', giving to Ethiopia a special prestige and recognition in the contemporary
 African scene. However, the historical and political narratives projected by Ethiopia's ruling
 elites are sometimes at odds with the perceptions of Oromo people and scholars.

 The historiography and literary studies of northeast Africa have long reflected a 'kings and

 things' orientation, which emphasized the development of centralized polities in the Ethiopian
 highlands, but ignored the experiences of other ethno-national groups like the Oromo
 (Clapham 2002, 39-41). Recent scholarship, however, has adopted a dialectic approach to
 modern Ethiopian history to explain how the state's expansive policies and imperialist practices

 towards various nationalities (including the Oromo, the Ogaden Somalis, and the southern
 nations) have been a source of conflict in the country from the late nineteenth century to the
 present time (Ezekiel 2014, 8).

 ♦Emails: tafenug@gmail.com, teferiol@yahoo.com

 ©2014 Journal of African Cultural Studies

This content downloaded from 149.156.89.23 on Fri, 26 Jul 2019 19:27:52 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Journal of African Cultural Studies 85

 The modern Ethiopian state was created in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the
 first years of the twentieth century by the Shoan Emperor Menelik II. Menelik's 'southern
 marches' had as their goal the incorporation of the people inhabiting the lands to the west,
 east, and south of the Abyssinian Empire. Menelik's invading armies encountered fierce opposi
 tion from many directions, for example in Arsi, south-east Ethiopia, where thousands of people
 died in the war of resistance against Menelik's expansion (Young 1996,447). So far, though, lit
 erary scholars have not paid enough attention to the cultural impacts that this process of state/

 empire-building had on the conquered people. Early twentieth-century Amharic writers, like
 Afeworq Gebre-Yesus in his Libb Wallad Tarik ('A Heart-born Story' 1908), have presented
 Ethiopianness as coinciding with Abyssinian heritage, particularly equating 'Ethiopia' with
 'Amhara'. Abyssinian culture has been presented as the motivating force of Ethiopia's history,
 while non-Abyssinian people like the Oromo have been completely excluded from the definition

 of national culture and national identity. Amharic-language novels have thus perpetuated the mar

 ginalization of non-Amhara people, and Oromo literature set out to reverse this marginalization
 and denounce Amhara supremacy and cultural imperialism.

 In this article I try to explore how two Oromo novels, Yoomi Laataa (2011) by Isaayas Hor
 dofaa and Kuusaa Gadoo (1991) by Gaaddisaa Birruu, analyse the tension between Ethiopianness
 and Oromoness. Ethiopianness is defined here as the Amhara-centric national identity promoted

 by the Ethiopian state, based on the political, cultural, and economic marginalization of southern

 people. Oromoness refers to the Oromo people's construction of an oppositional collective iden
 tity aimed at fighting the oppression and discrimination of Ethiopianness. The two novels are
 selected for their literary merit and for the thematic relation they have to the topic of Oromo iden

 tity. The first part of this article maps the development of Oromo literature and shows how it was

 hampered by the illiberal Abyssinian system. The second part of the article analyses how 'Ethio

 pianness' and 'Oromoness' are portrayed in the two Oromo novels mentioned above.

 A short history of written Oromo literature

 The development of a written culture among the Oromo is closely linked to the history of Islam in

 the Horn of Africa. The first written documents originating from the Oromo-inhabited area of
 Ethiopia date back to the fourteenth century, after the introduction of Islam in the area (Teferi

 2006). Oromo scholars initially adopted Arabic as a literary language, later starting to write in
 Afaan Oromoo (the Oromo language) with Arabic script. Starting from as early as the fourteenth
 century, books and manuscripts written in Arabic-speaking countries started to be imported and
 copied in different Muslim religious centres across present-day eastern and southern Ethiopia -
 examples of these are Bafadil (an Arabic grammar book first written in Arabic) and Qasïdat
 al-Burda (a famous Egyptian poetry book written by al-Busiri). From the early nineteenth
 century onwards, a great number of Arabic-language works started to be produced locally by
 indigenous Muslim scholars. Among these Muslim Oromo scholars, Sheikh Mohammed Jamal
 Al-Din is the most famous. According to Kamal (2012, 28), he wrote more than 50 books,
 among them Kifiyat Al-Talibin (a book about law), Rawdat Al-Asrar (a poem), and Gilma
 Al-najmi (a work on astronomy).

 Starting from the eighteenth century, writing in Arabic gradually gave way to writing in

 Oromo using Arabic letters. These works are defined as Oromo Ajami literature, Ajami being
 the term generally used to denote the Arabic alphabets used for writing African languages (for

 example Hausa and Swahili). Most early Ajami works in Oromo were written transcriptions of
 oral poems in praise of Muslim saints. Songs for Sheikh Hussein are typical examples. In a
 second stage, prose works started to appear. In the second half of the nineteenth century
 and the beginning of the twentieth century, Sheikh Ahmad Siraji of Dawe produced four
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 volumes of Oromo Ajami works. Even though much of it is characteristic of the conventions
 of Islamic religious literature, it also displays some elements of the secular poetic traditions,
 including descriptions of the beauty of Oromo land. Hiob Ludolf (1624-1704), a German Orien

 talist, seems to have been the first person to write Afaan Oromoo using the Latin alphabet, the
 script the Oromo use to write their language nowadays. As part of his linguistic studies in
 the Horn, Ludolf wrote some Oromo words with its parallel translation in Geez and Latin
 (Tesfaye 2009).

 From the seventeenth to the eighteenth centuiy, Afaan Oromoo gained a high degree of rec

 ognition in the Abyssinian imperial court. This is because Susenyos I (r. 1606-1632), who spent
 his early childhood among the Oromo, brought some Oromo administrators into his court when he

 became emperor. Many of his soldiers and imperial guards were also Oromo and they brought the
 Oromo language into the palace. In addition, the emperor himself married an Oromo and could

 speak the Oromo language. The reign of Bakkafa (r. 1721-1730) was another significant
 period for the use of the Oromo language in the Christian court (Tesfaye 2009, 48). Iyoas I (r.
 1755-1769), an Oromo speaker, is believed to have helped the development of the Oromo
 language even further. His palace guards were Oromo, and Afaan Oromoo became virtually
 the officiai language of the imperial palace.

 Among Europeans, those who contributed to the development of Oromo writing are travellers

 like James Bruce, who translated 13 lines from the Bible into the Oromo language in the late
 eighteenth centuiy, and Henry Salt, who published in 1814 a first Oromo-English dictionary
 which contains 200 words. Next to them is the English geographer and traveller Charles
 T. Beke, who compiled a word-list of Macca (western Oromo/Ethiopian) Oromo terms he had
 collected in 1841-1843. In the same manner, Rochet d'Héricourt, a French adventurer and travel

 ler, gathered about 700 Oromo words and published them in the last 33 pages of his Voyage en

 Abyssinie in 1841. From 1840 onwards, the German Protestant missionary Johann Ludwig Krapf
 (1810-1881), who lived among the Oromo in Shoa, published Oromo-language dictionaries and
 grammar books, the most influential of which was An Imperfect Outline of the Elements of the
 Galla Language.1 Together with Christian Rufo, an ex-slave, and Alaqa Zanab, a chronicler of
 Emperor Tewodros, in 1876 he published an Oromo translation of the New Testament (Teferi
 2006, 40).

 Central to the development of Oromo literary production in the nineteenth century were
 Oromo liberated slaves who had been brought to Europe and worked alongside European
 patrons to develop Oromo studies. Edme-François Jomard, the French archaeologist and geogra
 pher, worked extensively with two Oromo ex-slaves called Ware and Gabao, and thanks to their

 help he published 'the text, in Roman script and French translation, of the first recorded pieces of

 Oromo oral literature which consisted of three prayers as pronounced respectively by men,
 women and girls, and three songs of love and three of war' (Pankhurst 1976, 174). Another

 important collaboration between European scholars and Oromo ex-slaves happened in
 Germany, where in 1938 Karl Tutschek was appointed to tutor four ex-slaves, one of whom,
 Akafede Dalle, was described as a Borana Oromo. Tutschek later met two other Oromo ex
 slaves, Otshu Aga and Aman Gonda, and based on the materials he gathered from them, he
 was able to start drafting a grammar and dictionary of the Oromo language. Tutschek found
 another important informant in an Oromo girl called Ajiame or Bilile (later known as
 Mahbuba, meaning 'the beloved'). She was an Oromo ex-slave girl that the German prince,
 Herman von Pückler-Muskau had met in Egypt in 1837 and had taken with him to Europe in
 1840. Tutschek collected 208 oral poems from Bilile on her death bed in 1840. Tutschek's pre
 mature death in 1842 from tuberculosis brought an abrupt end to his documentation work. For

 tunately, however, Karl's brother Lorenz organized Karl's manuscripts and published them in
 1844 as Dictionary of the Galla Language and A Grammar of the Galla Language. The poetry
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 of Bilile was published in 1885 by an American PhD student in Germany without any explanation
 or footnotes (Sumner 1995, 5).

 European missionaries also played a central role in the development of Oromo studies, often
 working in collaboration with Oromo ex-slaves at various mission stations across Ethiopia and
 various religious centres in Europe. Protestant missionaries were the pioneers in this sense.
 The towering figure of Oromo studies of that time was an Oromo ex-slave called Ganamee
 Ya'ii. Ganamee (later baptized Pauline Johannes Fathme) was born in Gummay, Jimma region,
 in the south-west of Ethiopia. After her arrival in Germany as the housemaid of John Baron
 von Müller, she was sent to a Protestant school in Kornthal (Smidt 2005, 5). While she was at

 mission school in Germany, she introduced the Oromo and their language to her fellow European

 missionaries. Having completed her Christian education she began preparing a plan for mission
 ary outreach to the Oromo in their own language. However, she died of a lung disease in Switzer

 land in 1855, leaving behind her unfulfilled wish of reaching the Oromo with the Gospels. Her

 fellow missionaries considered the accomplishment of her will as a great service to the
 kingdom of God. Karl Friedrich Ledderhose, the director of the missionary school for orphans

 in Germany, published her biography in German in 1855 under the title Galla-Büchlein: aus
 dem Leben der Galla-Negerin Pauline Johanne Fathme: ein Ruf zur Mission unter den Galla.
 Her biography was translated into a number of languages and reprinted several times. It was dis

 tributed all over Europe in the form of brochures. In doing so, it publicized the Oromo language in

 Europe.
 However, the ground-breaking work came in the late nineteenth century with the work of

 Onesimos Nesib (c.1856-1931) and Aster Ganno (c. 1874-1964). In April 1886, Onesimos
 started the translation of religious as well as secular works like Galata Waaqayoo Gofta
 Maccaa (1886, a collection of religious songs), Jalqaba Barsiisaa (1894, an Oromo reader
 with 79 short stories, most of them transcribed from the oral tradition), Katekismos (1899, the

 catechism), Garaan Namaa Mana Waaqayo yookiis Iddo Bultii Seetana (1899, a translation of
 one of John Bunyan's works) and Galmee jechootaa Afaan Oromoo-Siwidini (1899, Oromo
 Swedish dictionary). Onesimos was assisted by a team of young Oromo ex-slaves liberated
 from slavery and sheltered at the Swedish Evangelical Mission station in Eritrea. Among the
 Oromo-speaking young men and women at the Swedish Mission, Aster Ganno (a native of
 Limmu, near Jimma) was the most important. The greatest collaborative achievement of Onesi
 mos and Aster was the publication of the Oromo-language translation of the Old Testament in
 1893 and New Testament in 1899 (Bahru 2002, 48). Together they also published Jalqaba bar
 siisaa (1899, a spelling book) and Si'a Lama Oduu Shantami-Lama (1899, a collection of Bible
 stories). Aster also compiled an Oromo dictionary, and in 1894 published a collection of 500 tra
 ditional Oromo riddles, fables, proverbs, and songs (Mekuria 1995).

 Like the Protestant missionaries, the European Catholic missionaries also played a significant
 role in the development of written Oromo literature. They collected Afaan Oromoo words, wrote

 grammars, and compiled dictionaries in Oromo-Italian, Oromo-French, Oromo-German and
 Oromo-English. Particularly active in this regard was the Apostolic Vicariate of Galla, where
 Guglielmo Massaja (1809-1889) and Giustino de Jacobis (1800-1860) started an intensive
 study of the Oromo language and started to ransom Oromo slaves for the mission school they
 established in Asandabo (in present-day east Wallagga). To help the missionary school, Giustino
 de Jacobis published an Oromo translation of the catechism in 1853 in Paris under the title Kataa

 kisimoo: Barsiisa Nama Kirstana bia Galla ('A Teaching for Christians of the Galla Country').
 The book was intended to be used in Oromo Catholic Schools for the teaching of Catholicism in
 the Oromo language.

 In May 1863, Massaja left for Europe with the threefold objective to find more mission
 aries and other necessary materials for his mission, to publish his Amharic-Oromo
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 grammar and to establish an Oromo College (Tesfaye, 2009, 25). In 1867, 501 pages of his
 grammar were published in Paris at the imperial printing press (Smidt 2005, 47). As he had
 dreamed, Massaja received the land and founded his Oromo boys' college in Marseille,
 France in 1866. By 1869 the college was reported to have enrolled about 29 Oromo stu
 dents, most of them liberated slaves (Smidt 2005, 47). For the first three years, the
 Oromo college taught theology and linguistics with the focus on the development of
 Oromo language and literature. However, it was unfortunate that the Oromo students of the
 college could not acclimatize well to the weather and many of them even died (Tesfaye
 2009, 45).

 This forced Massaja to try to establish another college in Ethiopia. In 1868 the Catholic mis
 sionaries began constructing the Church of St Mary at Birbisa, in present-day Piassa in Addis
 Ababa. In 1869 the Oromo college built near to the church was officially inaugurated. In this
 college, Taurin Cahagne prepared religious texts in Oromo language for church and academic ser

 vices. Attempts were made to produce both religious and academic literature in Oromo language

 (Smidt 2005, 48). At the time, Addis Ababa had not yet been established as the capital city of
 Ethiopia; the location was frequented by the Oromo for its springs and was an Oromo cultural
 and spiritual centre.

 Nonetheless, the progress of the expansion of Catholic missionaries and its roles in the devel

 opment of written Oromo literature were impeded when Emperor Yohannes IV ordered Menelik II

 (king of Shoa at the time) to stop the activities of European missionaries. The Catholics had to
 interrupt their activity in Addis Ababa. Despite these challenges and obstacles, the Catholic mis
 sionaries did not give up. Taurin Cahagne (1826-1899), who led the Apostolic Vicariate of Galla
 from 1880, established a new mission in Harar. In the Harar mission, Oromo and Arabic
 languages were intensively taught, and religious books were translated into Afaan Oromoo to
 be used in the mission's educational activities. Another teacher at the mission was the Italian

 scholar Ettore Viterbo (1852-1932), who in 1887 published an Oromo grammar in Italian
 under the title Grammatica della Lingua Oromonica. He also published an Oromo-Italian,
 Italian-Oromo dictionary.

 Another pillar in the development of Oromo literature is Sheikh Bakri Sapalo (1895-1980),
 who was active in the Oromo literary scene in the mid-twentieth century. The contribution of

 Sheikh Bakri to the development of Oromo literature could be divided into three categories.
 The first category includes his writings in Arabic on general knowledge topics, from science
 and geography to historiography and religion. The second category of contribution of Sheikh
 Bakri Sapalo was his invention of a new writing system for Afaan Oromoo. It is very difficult
 to know when Sheikh Bakri embarked on his invention but Mohammad Hassan conjectures
 that he started it in the years after the 1941 liberation and completed it in the mid-1950s. The

 main motivation behind this invention was to reduce illiteracy among his people (Mohammed
 2003, 138). Sheikh Bakri's Afaan Oromoo script consists of 29 consonants and 10 vowels
 which completely represent all the phonemes of the Oromo language. The third category of con

 tribution of Sheikh Bakri Sapalo and for which he is most well-known is his poetry, which he
 wrote in the script he had invented. Mohammad Hassan describes him as follows: 'he was the
 storehouse of knowledge, the fountain of poetry, the living encyclopaedia of Oromo wisdom'
 (Mohammed 2003, 139).

 Oromo literature and language showed remarkable progress during the period of the Italian

 occupation (1936-1941). In the five years of Italian occupation, about 35 publications were pro
 duced in Afaan Oromoo. Among them, more than 19 were dictionaries; eight were grammars,
 three were anthologies of proverbs, and five were other forms of publications. All of them
 were published either in Dire Dawa, Harar, Jimma, Addis Ababa, or in some cases in Italy.
 Among the authors, Martino Mario Moreno published numerous extensive studies on Afaan
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 Oromoo throughout the 1930s. His Oromo grammar of 1939 is considered among the best Oromo

 publications of the period.
 In the post-occupation period, the Macha Tulama Self-Help Association played a key role in

 the development of Oromo literature. The first Oromo drama written by Mamo Mazamir was
 staged for the public in 1957 in Bishoftu with the help of Macha Tulama (Teferi 2006, 36).
 The contribution of Oromo university students is also worth mentioning. Many Oromo poems
 were published from the late 1960s on the clandestine Oromo-language magazine Kana Bektal
 ('Do you know this?') (Mekuria 1994, 94). The Oromo students in Europe and North America
 were engaged in similar activities to the Oromo students of Addis Ababa University. The
 Oromo student union in Europe launched the newspaper entitled The Oromo: Voice against
 Tyranny in 1971. Under the close inspection of Haile Fida, the famous Oromo politician of the
 time, two volumes titled Hirmata Dubbi (a grammar book) and Bara Biran Bari'e ('When
 Autumn Comes') were published in 1973. Dafa Jamo's folkloristic novel called Hursa was
 also published in 1973, strongly influenced by oral traditions in both structure and content.
 During the Dergue regime a remarkable literary development took place. Since its founding in
 1975, the Oromo-language newspaper Bariisa ('Dawn') became a forum for Oromo poetry.
 More than 10 books related to socialism were also published. The first Afaan Oromoo anthology

 of poems entitled Billiqa was published in Khartoum in 1981. Gaaddisaa Birruu's first Oromo
 novel was written in 1984 but could not pass the grim censorship of Dergue. Two volumes of
 poems by Tamana Bitima are also examples of the polemic works of Oromo literature in the
 Derg period. Afaan Oromoo became an instructional language in refugee camps in Sudan,
 Kenya, Somalia, and Djibouti. Qube, the Latin alphabet adapted to Oromo language, was in
 use in these schools (Mekuria 1994, 96).

 However the development of authentic Oromo literature really occurred after the end of the

 Dergue regime in 1991. Within two years (1991-1993) more than 10 novels and six books of
 poetry were published and five plays were performed. After a decade of slow development,
 Oromo literary production was particularly re-energized starting from 2005. In 2010 alone
 more than 10 books were published; in 2012 about eight books were published and in 2013
 the number of books published shot up to 70. In general, there are now about 207 novels, 50
 anthologies of short stories, and more than 186 books of poetry in Afaan Oromoo.

 Ethiopianness and Oromoness in Yoomi Laataa and Kuusaa Gadoo

 In the novels under discussion here, Ethiopianness is depicted as a symbol of imperialism and
 oppression. The novels associate Ethiopianness with Amhara elite culture. This is because, as
 Keller remarks,

 ethnic identity has two fundamental dimensions: the subconscious image that individuals have of
 belonging to a given ethnic group, and their conscious sense of a relationship that is contingent
 upon the existence of other ethnic groups and the interactions of their own with them. Patterson
 refers to these as existential and ethnocentric ethnicity, and suggests that the latter came about histori
 cally as a result of (i) the emergence of the kin-based hegemonic state; (ii) the recognition by ethnic
 groups of imagined or real threats from others; and (iii) the growing interactions through trade (Keller
 1995, 623).

 The first two dynamics were particularly prominent in the shaping of Oromo nationalism. As for

 the first factor, the Ethiopian state is built on a kin-based system. For a long period of time the

 Ethiopian emperors drew their kin line to the biblical figure of Solomon. According to this tra
 dition, whoever came to power had to legitimize his rule by demonstrating genealogical links
 with the Solomonic dynastic line. The Oromo were unfamiliar with this ideology when they
 became members of the ruling class. Further, they did not have any historical relation with
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 Judaism that might have helped them to compete for power in Ethiopian politics. As for the second

 factor, both nations saw each other as a real or imagined threat (Merera 2003, 240). This was
 because they were two populous and influential nations, one neighbouring the other2 - the
 Oromo have relatively plentiful resources while the Amhara have political superiority. The
 competition for resources and political power caused each group to see the other as a threat.
 Many Oromo novels deal with this complex Oromo-Amhara relationship.

 In Oromo-language novels set in what is today the Oromia regional state of Ethiopia, the sta
 tesmen and landlords are represented as Amhara (Ethiopian) and they have Amharic names. For

 example, Ras Getaw in Yoomi Laataa is an Amhara landlord, Asfew Haile is a government offi
 cial in Kuusaa Gadoo, Manayalew is the owner of a coffee plantation in Dhaba Wayessa's God
 annisaa ('The Scar'). In contrast, ordinary or common citizens and landless multitudes are Oromo
 and have Oromo names: Yaadannoo Walabummaa in Yoomi Laataa, Dachasa Dirriba in Kuusa
 Gado and Abdisa Solan in Godannisaa are all Oromo.

 The extensive use of names of Amharic and Oromo origin by Oromo writers deserves a brief

 discussion, in terms of the imaginative metaphors inscribed in the characters' names. Such is the

 case with Ras Getaw and Yaadannoo Walabummaa in Yoomi Laataa, whose names symbolize the
 unequal relationship between the Amhara landlords and their Oromo gabars (serfs). The politico
 military and aristocratic title 'Ras' thoroughly encapsulates the privileged social status of the
 Amhara landowning class, which dominated Oromo serfs while controlling the military, judiciary,

 and political power. Yaadannoo Walabummaa, meaning 'remembrance of freedom', alludes to the

 past before the beginning of Abyssinian exploitation. Mohammed Hassen argues that the contrast

 between Amhara landlords and Oromo gabars was striking:

 There were power, glory, pride, wealth, deeply seated feelings of superiority, pomp, arrogance and
 luxury on the side of the [colonizers], while powerlessness, landlessness, rightlessness, suffering,
 injustice, poverty, all manners of abuse and dehumanization were the lot of the Oromo gabars,
 who were physically victimized, socially and psychologically humiliated and devalued as human
 beings (Mohammed 1991, 94).

 To explain this point more clearly, it may be good to look at the novels Yoomi Laataa and Kuusaa
 Gadoo.

 Yoomi Laataa ( When Will It Be? )

 Yoomi Laataa ('When Will It Be?') is a historical novel written by Isaayyaas Hordofaa, a veteran
 Oromo journalist, and published in 2011. The author was born in Nekemte in 1952, in the western

 part of Ethiopia. Before starting a literary career, he studied agriculture and worked as an agricul

 tural journalist. He has published four novels with established publishers in Ethiopia. Yoomi
 Laataa is one of the best historical novels in Oromo literature. Although it condemns the
 Amhara elites for the historical injustices they committed against the Oromo, it was published

 by the Ethiopian Writers' Association, whom the novel also blames for disseminating biased
 ideas.

 Yoomi Laataa is a novel about the Oromo struggle against the hegemonic Ethiopian rule. Even
 though the main character of the novel is Sandaba Yaadannoo, the novel starts with a historical

 narration of the conquest of the Wallo Oromo (the Oromo living in northern-central Ethiopia)
 in 1855, marking the beginning of Ethiopian/Amhara domination of Oromo groups. The novel
 then moves on to the Oromo living in the Hararge region of Ethiopia and narrates the war of
 Calanqoo (the war between local Oromo and the Ethiopian emperor Menelik) in which Sandaba's
 grandfather Walabummaa dies. The death of Walabummaa signifies the death of liberty, for 'wala
 bummaa' means liberty/independence. After the Oromo lose the battle, their land is confiscated

 and they become gabars (serfs). Sandaba's father Yaadannoo is one of the many farmers who
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 become serfs of the Amhara landlord Ras Gizachew. One day Yaadannoo discovers Ras Giza
 chew raping his wife. Yaadannoo kills him and runs away. Fearing harsh reprisal, his wife Sinto

 lina also runs away to Harar, a nearby city, with her son Sandaba. There she meets Ras Getaw, an
 Amhara landlord who was born in Eastern Hararge, and goes with him to Addis Ababa (Finfinne

 in Afaan Oromoo). In Addis Ababa she lives with Ras Getaw, publicly as his house maid but in
 reality as his concubine. Sintolina secretly marries Wariyo, Ras Getaw's driver. The book then
 turns its narration to the main character Sandaba and his childhood education, university life,
 love, and marriage to Fiqir, who is Ras Getaw's daughter, his trip to Ambo for the 'march for
 development' proclaimed by the Dergue (Ethiopian military regime from 1974-1991), and at
 last his involvement in politics and in the armed struggle against the Dergue. The book ends
 with the fall of Dergue and Sandaba's family's reunification. The book also portrays the first
 years of the rule of the EPRDF (Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front) rule in
 which the Oromo were granted relative autonomy and freedom because of the central role they

 had played in the struggle against the Dergue.

 In Yoomi Laataa, Ras Getaw, like his father, believes that the conquest of Menelik was right

 and just. Sometimes he says 'we got this land [Oromo land] with our blood' (Hordofaa 2011, 6).
 In another passage he talks about the conquered land as 'abatochachin yaqannut Hagar' ('the
 land our fathers have conquered') in Amharic (20). The notion of maqnat in Amharic is
 related to subjugation and colonization. Yaqannut is the relative form and maqnat is the infinitive

 form of the same verb, aqanna, which literally means 'improve, advance, cause to prosper, incor

 porate, place under control, pacify, settle'. So when Getaw says 'we incorporated this land' he is

 also implying he has a right to rule it and that the whole province of Eastern Hararge belongs to

 him. The local people have no part in it.
 In addition to his self-entitlement to rule over the Oromo, Ras Getaw frequently proclaims his

 Ethiopian identity and his superiority. Once, when on his way from Harar to Addis Ababa with

 Sintolina and Wariyo, he tells Wariyo, his driver and an Oromo, 'we are (Ethiopia's) special
 and chosen people, our kings are from Solomonic Dynasty, unlike other African people we
 have our alphabet and calendar and unlike other African countries we have never been colonized'

 (2011,30). To counter Ras Getaw's statement, Wariyo tells his master that the Oromo also have a

 complex political system: they retain an indigenous democratic system called gadaa in which
 power is transferred every eight years from one age group to the next. Wariyo also mentions
 many Oromo cultural practices like Maqa Basi (child naming ceremony), and argues that the
 Oromo calendar has been in use for 3000 years. Ultimately, he makes the point that the Oromo
 civilization is at least equal to or greater than the Ethiopian civilization of which Getaw is so
 proud. In this long conversation, which takes up five pages in the book, Wariyo is trying to
 refute the claim of Abyssinian superiority. When he mentions gadaa he is drawing a political
 parallel between the Amhara system of monarchical kingship and the Oromo gadaa system,
 which he praises as a democratic system. This shows that in the novel Ethiopianness is depicted

 as a sign of imperial oppression while Oromoness coincides with a struggle for political autonomy

 and cultural recognition. Isaayyaas Hordofaa makes a point of showing the glorious past of Oromo

 people and their civilization, thus contesting the claims of an Amhara/Ethiopian civilizing mission.

 One of the major issues discussed in Oromo novels is that of internal colonialism. Mario

 Barrera defines colonialism as 'a structured relationship of domination and subordination
 which are defined along ethnic and/or racial lines when the relationship is established or main
 tained to serve the interests of all or part of the dominant group' (1979, 192). In my view, the

 concept of colonialism, as defined by Barrera, is central to understanding the historical relation
 ship between Oromo and Amhara people. The novels under scrutiny explain Menelik's conquest
 of Oromo lands as a process of internal colonialism. In the novels, Ethiopianness is portrayed as

 the identity of the colonizer and Oromoness as that of the colonized. The way the ruling Amhara
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 elites treat Oromo people in the Oromo-language novels can be compared to the way white char

 acters or assimilated Africans treat African people in novels such as Ngûgï wa Thiong'o's Weep
 Not Child.

 Oromo-language novels are particularly engaged in discussing a central aspect of colonialism -

 the suppression of indigenous cultures and languages, and the alienating effects of cultural assim

 ilationism. Thinkers like Amilcar Cabrai have argued that colonialism provokes cultural alienation

 in a part of the population, either by assimilation of the indigenous people or by creating a social

 gap between the indigenous elite and the popular masses (Cabrai 1966). As a result of the coloni

 zers' divide and rule policies, Cabrai observed, a considerable part of the indigenous population
 assimilates the colonizer's morality, considers itself culturally superior to its own people, and
 looks down upon their cultural values. This is consolidated by an increase in the social privileges
 of the alienated group (Cabrai 1966).

 The issues of linguistic and cultural identity come into scrutiny particularly in relation to the

 character of Getaw's granddaughter Fiqir. Fiqir has grown up in Addis Ababa in Ras Getaw's
 wealthy family. She believes that Ras Getaw and his wife are her biological father and mother,

 and she identifies herself as Amhara because her parents are Amhara. Her identity is the dominant

 one in Ethiopia, and since there is no real or perceived threat to it, she does not feel the need to

 claim it, appropriate it, or defend it. After she marries Sandaba she moves to western Ethiopia, and
 there her mother-in-law Sintolina tells her that Ras Getaw is not her real father. Her father, Sin

 tolina reveals, is an Oromo and Ras Getaw is in fact her mother's father. Until that moment, Fiqir

 had never uttered a word in Afaan Oromoo; she was completely assimilated to the hegemonic
 Amhara culture and enjoyed both economic and political privileges. But after the discovery
 that her real father was Oromo, Fiqir starts learning the Oromo language and history. She hates

 her grandfather and grandmother, whom until then she had thought to be her father and
 mother, because they hid her true identity. From then onwards (we are now in the 1970s),
 many times she is accused of supporting the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) but her name and
 her father's name save her from harassment and harsh treatment.

 Through Fiqir's story, Isaayyaas Hordofaa investigates how assimilation was a long-lasting
 project in Ethiopia. From the conquest in the 1840s until the beginning of the twentieth
 century, the ruling Ethiopians simply believed that the Oromo and other Southern Nations
 were their captives (Asafa 2005). At the beginning of the twentieth century, new policies were

 proposed to deal with the 'Oromo problem'. In 1930, the Ethiopian scholar Tedla Haile wrote
 a master's dissertation on the topic, and, as the title ('Pourquoi et comment pratiquer une politique

 d'assimilation en Éthiopie') makes immediately clear, proposed assimilation as the best solution.
 This was his line of reasoning, as summarized by historian Bahru Zewde:

 The Ethiopian emperor has three options with regard to the Oromo: enslavement and expropriation,
 assimilation and indirect rule. The first option is not worthy of serious consideration. The last option,
 while pertinent in cases of European colonial rule because of sheer impossibility of assimilating
 several million of colonial subjects and the problem of distance between metropolis and colony, is
 also ruled out in the Ethiopian case (Bahru 2002, 132).

 Tedla proposed the second option, assimilation, as the best strategy for the Ethiopian state. He
 mentioned the reasons why the Amhara should assimilate the Oromo: 'it is for the Galla to
 become Amhara not the other way round; for the latter [Amhara] possess a written language, a

 superior religion and superior customs and mores' (quoted in Bahru 2002, 132). As to how
 this policy should be implemented, Tedla gives particular importance to education and the
 army. Education includes teaching local (Oromo) students in the Amharic language and Orthodox

 religious instruction; both of these are regarded as key elements to assimilation. The characters of

 Sandaba and Fiqir in Yoomi Laataa, both educated in Amharic and identifying with Amhara
 culture, are described by Isaayyaas Hordofaa as the result of such assimilationist policies.
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 Language played a great role in nation building throughout modern history and the clergies,

 elites, and language planners have been aware of this fact. Henry Kamen cites an interesting event

 concerning this fact. Towards the end of the fifteenth century, the Spanish scholar Antonio de

 Nebrija presented to Queen Isabella his Gramâtica de la lengua Castellana (1492), the first
 grammar of any European language, which he had prepared and had dedicated to her. The bewil

 dered queen asked what the book was for. The bishop of Avila answered the question with the
 following words: 'after Your Highness has subjected barbarous peoples and nations of varied
 tongues, with conquest will come the need for them to accept the laws that the conqueror
 imposes on the conquered, and among them will be our language' (Kamen 2008,151). Zelealem
 Aberra so comments on this historical anecdote:

 Empire builders, and language status planners, down to this very day, have seriously heeded the
 bishop's swift answer. [... ] Subsequently, vernacular literature (oral and written) has always been
 relied upon as a strong tool of success by both those with an Imperialistic mission, as well as by
 those who claim a nationalistic cause. The cultural, communicational, and organizational values,
 and above all, the emotion feelings and pride that arise from the assumed uniqueness of one's own
 language seems to possess such a power that makes the purity and correctness of the common
 cause totally unquestionable (Zelealem 2003, 119).

 Sandaba is very much aware of the importance of linguistic freedom, and revising Ethiopia's
 language policy is an essential part of his political platform:

 Dhimma afaan ilaaluunis Oromoon Itiyophiyaa kana keessaa sabaa fi sablammoota akkasumas
 ummattota jiran keessaa 40% taha. Afaan Saba guddaa ta'ee osoo jiru Afaan biyoolessaa ta'uuf
 carraa hin arganne. Garuu Oromotti anee baayyina ummatan lammafarra kan jiru Afaan Amaaratu
 afaan biyyaalessaa ta'ee akka tajaajilu godhamee itti hojjatamaa jira. Haalli kun hojimaata diimokir
 aatawaa miti. Afaan Oromoos, Afaan Amaaras kan dubbatu ummata baayyee waan ta'eef Afaan
 Oromoos Afaan Amaaraa wajjin Afaan biyyoolessaa ta'uu qaba. Biyyoonni dimokraatota adunyaa
 baayyen afaan biyyolessaa tokkoo ol qabu.

 When we come to the language issue, the Oromo comprise 40% of the Ethiopian population. It is the
 greatest single ethno-national group among the nations, nationalities and peoples of Ethiopia. Even if
 the Oromo language is a language of a great nation, it did not get a chance to become Ethiopia's offi
 cial language. Rather it is Amharic, the language of Amhara who stood second next to Oromo in terms
 of Ethiopian population, which serves as official language. This is an undemocratic practice. Since
 both languages have many speakers, the Oromo language should be the official language alongside
 Amharic. Great democratic countries of the world have more than one official language (Hordofaa
 2011,20).

 From this it is possible to deduce that language and culture are bones of contention for both
 Oromo nationalists and Ethiopian imperialists. The Oromo, Sandaba remarks, demand equal
 status to Amharic for their language. On the contrary, the Ethiopians/Amhara promoted only
 one language, Amharic. In Ethiopia's history, indeed, from 1942 onwards,

 Amharic was promoted as the sole national language of the Empire and all other national languages
 were suppressed. The regime prohibited the use of Oromo literature for educational or religious pur
 poses. The prohibition was further strengthened by the empowerment of an Imperial Decree No. 3 of
 1944, which regulated the work of foreign missionaries and made Amharic the medium of instruction
 throughout the Empire (Mekuria 1994, 99).

 Ras Getaw's father, for example, hates the local people and never speaks the local language. He
 even beats Getaw when he discovers that his son played with Oromo friends and spoke Oromo to
 them (Hordofaa 2011, 22).

 Ethiopianness is also depicted in the novel as a divide-and-rule system. The Amhara elites

 tend to portray Ethiopia as an ancient mono-cultural state with its own writing system and its
 own 'national' religion (Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity). In order to impose this homogeneous
 identity throughout the country, they sought to divide the Oromo, separating them into different
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 administrative provinces and propagandizing the notion that each Oromo group had a unique, dis

 tinct identity, different from that of all other Oromo groups. Ras Getaw considers the Oromo as a

 fragmented society without any sense of collective nationhood. He says 'your language is many,
 for example you speak language of Borana, and she speaks language of Hararge' (22). Even
 though Hararge and Borana are generally considered dialects of the Oromo language, Ras
 Getaw insists that they are completely separate languages (22). Wariyo tries to convince Ras
 Getaw that, despite the presence of regional variants, the Oromo language is one. The conversa

 tion between Ras Getaw and Wariyo goes as follows:

 Ras Getaw:

 Wariyo:

 Ras Getaw:

 Wariyo:

 Ras Getaw:

 Wariyoo:

 Ras Getaw:

 Wariyoo:

 Afaan Qottuu ni beektaa?

 Afaan Qottuu kan jedhamu hin jiru. Garuu sirna Nafixanyaatu oftuulummaar
 raa ka'uudhaan akkas jedhee waama malee Afaan Oromoodha. Harargeen
 hojiin isaa qotee bulaa haa ta'u malee sanyiin isaanii Oromoodha.
 Lakki Wariyo kan Harargee Qottuudha. Kan kee waliin tokko miti.
 Lakki gooftaa Afaan Oromoo lama sadii hin jiru. Tokkuma.nuti Oromoon
 sanyiin keenya tokkumaa.

 Can you speak Qotu3?
 There is no language called Qotu. But the arrogant naftanya4 calls the Oromo of

 Hararge after their means of life. Even if they live by farming, their ethnicity is
 Oromo.

 No, no, Hararge's language is Qotu, it is very different from yours.

 No my master, there are no two or three Oromo languages. There is only one

 Oromo language. We Oromo have only one ancestral father (24).

 Kuusaa Gadoo ('The Pool of Grudge')

 Kuusaa Gadoo ("The Pool of Grudge') is the first modern Oromo novel in Oromo literature. It
 was written by Gaaddisaa Birruu, who was born in Bekoji (in Arsi, south-east Ethiopia) in
 1957. Gaaddisaa was among the first generation of modern Oromo novelists. He participated
 in many workshops on how to develop Oromo language and literature, and made the historical
 decision to adapt and use the Latin alphabet to write Afaan Oromoo. Kuusaa Gadoo, his first
 novel, was written in 1984 but could not escape the censorship of the Dergue for it was
 written in Afaan Oromoo and deals with the corruption and exploitation of the Dergue time.
 The novel was published in 1991 by a commercial printing press in Addis Ababa. The book
 mainly deals with the politico-cultural domination of successive Ethiopian regimes and particu
 larly of the Dergue, and the destructive effects of this domination on the Oromo people.

 Kuusaa Gadoo starts by narrating the ambivalent attitude of a young Oromo called Dachasa
 Dirriba towards an Amhara girl called Gennet Desalenyi and ends at Dachasa's birth place Bekoji,
 a small town in Arsi inhabited predominantly by the Oromo. Dachasa, who is a student at Addis

 Ababa University, is the main protagonist, while Asfew Haile, the mayor of Bekoji, is the main

 antagonist. The other characters are Dachasa's wife, named Yadashi Dabala, and Dachasa's elder
 brother, named Guuta Dirba. The story is centred on the conflict between Dachasa's family and

 Asfew Haile. While Dachasa is attending university in Addis Ababa, Asfew Haile rapes his wife
 Yadashi and impregnates her. Yadashi already has a son with Dachasa; as a result of Asfew's rape,

 she now gives birth to a girl and is forced to become Asfew's concubine. When Dachasa hears this
 he becomes furious, and Dachasa and his brother Guuta refuse to accept this offence. Secretly

 they plot to kill Asfew. However, before they implement their plan, Asfew arrests Guuta,
 making allegations that he has stolen guns from the Bekoji police station. Asfew has arranged
 a false witness that testifies to Guuta's guilt. The gun, however, is discovered in Asfew's
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 house and Guuta is released. The persecution of his family in Bekoji and the loss of his wife and

 son profoundly exasperate Dachasa. He is disillusioned by his life condition, and life becomes
 very difficult for him in Addis Ababa. He is tired of devolving part of his salary to the regime,
 which is demanding additional taxes to support the revolutionary army and to tackle a drought.

 Many times he goes to Bekoji with the intent of killing Asfew, but he is not successful. One
 day, however, he finds Asfew drinking whisky with a friend in a hotel near Dachasa's family
 house. There, with the help of his brother Guuta, he murders Asfew, and the novel ends here
 with Dachasa's revenge.

 Like in Yoomi Laataa, in this novel Ethiopianness is also linked to colonialism and subjuga
 tion. Asfew Haile, as explained above, has an Amharic name, and his character symbolizes the
 Amhara ruling class. Unlike in Yoomii Laataa, where the antagonists are Amhara landlords, in
 Kuusaa Gadoo the antagonist character is a modern Amhara bureaucrat. However, Asfew
 Haile's acts and his attitudes towards local people are not dissimilar from those of the old
 feudal landlords in Yoomii Laataa. Asfew considers the local people a backward and powerless
 multitude. This is clearly stated in the following passage:

 Asfaawus qalbiin isaa niiti isaa bira otoo hin ta'iin Dachaasaafi firootan isaa kan walbira baay'atan
 bira waan ta'ef ko'umma ofi yadatee 'Maal taati jetteeti' Gurmuu guddinaa titiisnuu qodaa hin
 buqifanne.

 Asfew's attention was not on his wife but on Dachasa's family who sat in a group. When he saw them
 he felt loneliness for they were many. Then he said to himself: 'they cannot hurt me even if they are
 many'. The flies cannot open a bottle even if they outnumber it (Birruu 1991, 19).

 Ethiopianness is here linked to power and to a privileged social status. On the contrary, Oromon
 ess is the identity of a destitute people: even if they are many, they are powerless and cannot hurt

 Asfew. On the other hand, Asfew is presented here in a moment of vulnerability. He looks at
 Dachasa's family and feels lonely and isolated in a foreign land. Amhara characters are not rep
 resented merely as evil oppressors with no feelings; Gaaddisaa Birruu humanizes Asfew and
 shows his weaknesses and sadness. But the focus of the novel remains on the exploitative and

 corrupt nature of Ethiopianness. Asfew is a powerful mayor who can do whatever he pleases.
 He is not accountable to anyone, has no sense of responsibility, and is above the law and
 morals. That is why he takes Dachasa's legal wife and why he arrests and detains Dachasa's
 brother, Guuta, based on fabricated charges. Asfew Haile's corrupt manner is described as
 follows:

 Asfew Haile namoonni gabaa dhaabbatan marti quncisee nufixe jedhanii haa itti boowan malee
 gaafiima tokkollee ganzabni inni guuru mootummaa gammachisee hin beeku.

 Even though people who used to go to market angrily complained that Asfew Haile ruthlessly taxed
 us, the tax he demands has never pleased the government (Birruu 1991, 23).

 Asfew is in charge of collecting tax from local people, but he uses the money for his personal
 needs. Since he is an Amhara and a member of Dergue, no one can expose his corrupt behaviour.

 In addition to this, he knows how to deal with his boss and other people with the same rank. In his

 own words, 'kan harka namaa nyaate harka nama hin nyaatu' (Biiruu 1991,26), which translates
 as 'he who got what he wants from one's hand never hurts that hand'.

 Conclusion

 For many years Ethiopianist writers have presented Ethiopia as a unified and monolithic bloc, and
 Abyssinian culture as the driving force of national history and identity (Sorenson 1996, 440).
 These Ethiopianist narratives have constructed the Abyssinians as civilized, moral, and powerful

 and the Oromo as Ethiopia's 'other': uncivilized barbarians lacking any original or creative
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 cultural tradition. Ethiopianness, though, is perceived from a very different angle in Oromo litera

 ture, especially in recent Oromo novels. In contrast to Ethiopianist accounts, Oromo writers
 associate Ethiopianness with imperialism, with forceful processes of cultural assimilation, with

 the denigration of non-Abyssinian ethnic identities, with exploitation and corrupt rule. In these

 novels, in contrast, Oromoness is constructed as a sophisticated and unified expression of an ega

 litarian society with a long history - a history that literature is primarily suited to tell.

 Notes

 1. The term 'Galla' was commonly employed in the past to refer to the Oromo. It is now considered pejora
 tive and no longer in use.

 2. Nowadays, Oromo and Amhara people together make up over 60% of Ethiopia's population.
 3. Qotu is a derogative name for Eastern Oromo, spoken in northern Bale, East Hararge, and West Hararge.

 It literally means 'farmers'.
 4. Naftanya literally means 'gun-bearer' or 'gun-owner', and refers to Amhara settlers.
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