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PRELUDE:

It was during my one-year long anthropological fieldwork for my Cand.Polit. thesis in 2002
that [ became aware of the young girls moving away from home and their families in the rural
area to the market town Endabaguna in Asgede Tsimbla Wereda from the age of 12-13 to
continue their education after fourth grade. Two groups of altogether seven rural female
students aged 14-18 at the time had approached me to be photographed in their small rented
quarters where they lived two and three together. In fact, these girls that were the daughters of
the generation of women that had participated in the armed liberation struggle in Tigray
(1975-91) impressed me as much as the female fighters had. When doing fieldwork in 2008
for this study I therefore tried to trace what had happened with these seven rural girls:
‘Awetash’ (21) had married, and had one daughter, but when admitted to university
she placed the child in her mother’s care and left to continue her education. Dropping out the
following year because of a new pregnancy, she re-entered in 2010. Her sister ‘Meaza’ (20)
had married her boy-friend from secondary school with her parents’ blessing, and was opting
for nursing school. Not admitted because her marks where too low, she eventually gave up
since she could not manage the cost of studying in a private college. Since her mother had
stopped her from moving to Addis Ababa to join her husband, the young couple decided to
start up a business in a rural centre in the wereda where he got employment in the local
administration. When I visited her in 2012 she had just had her first child. The fact that
‘Welesh’ (21) did not pass her tenth-grade exam had made it difficult for her to continue
resisting her widowed mother’s insistence on marriage, since she had already broken off one
engagement that her parents had arranged when she was a child in order to pursue her
education. She divorced her husband half a year later, however, started up her own shop in the
market town, and in 2008 she was off to undertake six months vocational training. On her
return she moved together with a partner of her own choice and had a child with him. She
started up a new business of her own, but experienced the devastating loss of her child in
2011. ‘Rahwa’ (20), who had escaped underage marriage by insisting on education, but
starting to get ill during my fieldwork in 2002, had died in 2005. The secrecy surrounding the
sudden disappearance of another of these rural schoolgirls in 2002 I later learned was due to
her dropping out of school and running away with her boyfriend to a town in western Tigray
when getting pregnant. In 2012 I also managed to establish that the last two of these seven

schoolgirls had also joined university.



This short prelude touches on some of the themes that will be discussed in this thesis
and shows the complexity of processes that surrounds Tigrayan girls’ educational pursuit.
Together with the fighter women who ventured to the ‘wilds’ (bereka) to fight for social,
economic and political change, the above girls’ commitments and challenges, successes and
setbacks have inspired and informed the ethnographic enquiry for this study in profound
ways. Their pursuit for education has served as a constant reminder of both the structural

conditioning of these girls’ educational pursuit and their agency.
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INTRODUCTION:
Education as a site for investigating social reproduction and change

Introduction

Defining education as a site for investigation, this anthropological research project, which is
located in Asgede Tsimbla Wereda (district) in the north-western zone of Tigray region in
Ethiopia, explores gendered processes of social reproduction and change from the perspective
of women. The historical context and initial inspiration for this study is based on the Tigrayan
women’s participation as fighters in Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) during the
armed struggle to overthrow the military regime Derg in Ethiopia (1975-91). The
revolutionary pursuit for political, social and economic reform that the Tigrayan struggle
(Fan/galsi)t entailed, had also included the ‘woman question’ (Hammond 1989: 83). While
the Tigrayan women’s taking up of arms in itself posed a challenge to gender norms, women
were actively engaged in pursuing ‘their own revolution within a revolution’ (Gebru Tareke
1983, in Tsegay 1999: 82) for emancipation and equal rights. Related to Tigrayan women’s
contributions during the struggle is, the effectuation of gender sensitive policies and laws after
the TPLF-based Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) coalition
seized power in Ethiopia in May 1991, implying new entitlements for women and younger
generations of girls, and significantly so within education.

Education had been one of the priorities of the Tigrayan people during the struggle,
and providing ‘education to the people’ (-F9°VC-I: 7-hd-/timhirti nihafash) under the tree in
the cover of dark — or under temporary-build roofs or huts (40/das) that could not be spotted
and bombed from the air — was understood as one tool in the fight against oppression that,
according to John Young (1997b), had strengthened the loyalties to TPLF. In their pursuit of
development, education has continued to be a major concern for the present TPLF-based
EPRDF government, and an important means for the country to become a medium-income
economy. Furthermore, according to the latest education statistics, girls in Tigray have
outnumbered boys in primary education (grades 1-8) over a number of years — only surpassed
in the Ethiopian context by girls in the capital city Addis Ababa — and are presently on par
with the boys in the first cycle of secondary school (grades 9-10) (e.g. TRS-EB 2007, 2010;
FDRE-MOE 2009, 2011).

! Amharic (the national language in Ethiopia) and Tigrifa (or Tigrinya/Tigrigna) spoken in Tigray, have the
same base in Geez/Ge’ez (?0'1; Giaz), which is still used as the ceremonial language in the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church; all using the Giaz alphabet (fidel). Transliteration of Tigrifia in this thesis follows the simplified
Ethiosemitic Translation System (see Appendix 6). Personal names, place names and administrative terms are
transliterated according to the most commonly-used spelling in English.



Education in Ethiopia today is part of a ‘world or global educational field” (Lingard
2006: 287) implying national commitments to international initiatives like Education for All
(EFA) and the Millennium Development Goals (especially MDG 2).> Representative for this
global commitment is the vision of the United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) to
accomplish: ‘4 world where all girls and boys are empowered through quality education to
realize their full potential and contribute to transforming societies where gender equality
becomes a reality.”> Huge outdoor boards in major cities in Ethiopia with bright-coloured
photographs of Ethiopian rural girls in school situations with the text ‘Girls’ education
benefits all’, signed UNICEF, also come to mind.* Traversing intrinsic and instrumental
rationales for educating girls, this kind of educational rhetoric points to the current importance
attached to women’s education in international development discourse (e.g. Tjomsland 2009).
The underlying presumption is that women’s educational attainment will impact on gender
relations and accelerate processes of change that, in a neo-liberal sense, tend to be understood
in terms of economic growth.

The two communities in the north-western zone of Tigray region where this
anthropological research has been carried out — and which also constituted the locations for
my anthropological Cand. Polit. thesis Ane sugh’ ile. I keep quiet. Focusing on women's
agency in western Tigray, North-Ethiopia (Mjaaland 2004c) — is the semi-urban market town
of Endabaguna, which is the administrative centre of Asgede Tsimbla Wereda (district), and
the rural sub-district, Tabia Mayshek. This study involves three generations of Tigrayan
women, including former female fighters, whose lives are structurally conditioned by
different historical contexts and diverging opportunities in education. Defining education as a
site where gendered processes of social reproduction and change can be operationalised and
studied, this generational perspective is chosen in order to access contestations of authority
and challenges to gender norms, in the context of new educational opportunities having

opened up for Tigrayan girls in present day Ethiopia.

Research objective and exploratory foci of the ethnographic enquiry
The main objective for this anthropological study is to investigate gendered processes of

social reproduction and change from the perspective of women in the historical and socio-

2 UN Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 2: Achieve universal primary education, by ensuring that, by 2015,
children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling. See:
http://www.mdgmonitor.org/goal2.cfm

* Adopted at the 13 June 2008 meeting of the UNGEI Global Advisory Committee in Kathmandu, Nepal.

* Observed on a visit to Ethiopia in 2003.




cultural context of north-western Tigray, Ethiopia. Based on the ethnographic data from
Tigray, I will also contribute to theory-building on the issue of change, by suggesting a
modification of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990a) generative principle of habitus in his theory

of practice. The ethnographic enquiry is based on the following open-ended research foci:

e Exploring the meanings education is vested with for different generations of women
by both those who have it and those who do not, and the aspirations for the future that
access to education generates for the younger generation of girls and boys.

e Exploring the decision-making strategies and the spaces for agency that women utilise
in relation to this-worldly and other-worldly authorities, and girls’ negotiations of their
pursuit of education in the generational context of parents’ power.

e Exploring unquestioned presumptions about sanctioned gender identity that are
reproduced in spite of structural changes and the opportunity for young Tigrayan girls
to do something other than their mothers and grandmothers, through education.

e Exploring how the visuality of sanctioned femaleness, as this relates to appearance and
behaviour in society and in school, impinges on women’s agency in general and girls’

pursuit of education in particular.

Hence, gendered processes of social reproduction and change, is neither studied only, nor
primarily in school, but focus on implications of education for women’s and girls’ agentive
strategies. What is explored, then, from the perspective of women, is how education intersects
with contemporary processes and gender issues in everyday practices in a particular area in
north-western Tigray. Situated in the complex intertwinement of social reproduction and
change, the exploration moves back and forth between gendered socio-cultural processes
based on the historical context of struggle and gendered issues as they play out in relation to
education both inside and outside school. This study, thus, deals with gendered socio-cultural
dynamics, which go beyond education but nevertheless could impact on girls’ educational
pursuit. Understood as a social strategy that gives access to socio-cultural dynamics, the
narrative accounts of women over three generations — focused on how their present situation
and future opportunities are reasoned about — are central in the ethnographic enquiry. The
exploratory research foci have also been operationalised by centring on what woman and girls
do in practice, how they handle gendered and generational conflicts, and how sanctioned

gender identity is managed when women and girls enter new arenas. Alternating between



these intersecting perspectives have made it possible to explore the complexity of co-existing
processes that risk being lost in more simplified development discourses primarily concerned
with the disadvantages that women and girls face in terms of their gender (e.g. Heward 1999;
Cornwall et al. 2007a, 2007b, 2008), and not with their agency.

In order to explore the complexity of contemporary processes, the ethnographic
enquiry has made use of a combination of methods (see also Chapter 2). This study is based
on anthropological fieldworks in Asgede Tsimbla Wereda (district) in the north-western zone
of Tigray in July-December 2008 (6 months), April-July 2009 (3 months), October-December
2010 (3 months), and December 2011-February 2012 (3 months). Participant observation
draws, furthermore, on my involvement and informal dialogue with people in this particular
area of Tigray since 1993 based on my, eventual, fair command of the local language Tigrifia.
Since it was as a professional photographer that I came to Tigray for the first time in 1993, I
also have photographed people over the same number of years. My methodological use of
photography — serving as an interactive process that, in this study, gave me access to rural
school girls’ identity management — is based on my rethinking (over the years) of still
photography in anthropological research that goes beyond a use of the photograph as evidence
(Mjaaland 2004c, 2006, 2009b). The life-story-based interviews with women over three
generations, from 18 to 75 years of age, in both the semi-urban and rural community of
Asgede Tsimbla Wereda, has, in representing a historical timeline, given access to processes
of change and to what has not changed. Expert interviews with professionals in Tigray
working with women’s issues and/or education in their work on regional, wereda and tabia
levels, together with an introduction to policies covering these issues, have been included to
identify the top-down perspectives on these issues in the Ethiopian context. Emerging in the
research process was also the need to include more female and male students in the study to
establish how they had reached this far in education, and to explore their aspirations for the
future through education. This resulted in an exploratory education survey with 200 students
in grades 8-11 (see Appendix 1). Having provided important contextual information, a second
exploratory household survey, involving 170 women in both areas of study, was conducted to
address women’s general situation, generational differences, and mothers’ attitudes to their
children’s education (see Appendix 2). To be able to understand the significance of the
current expansion of the educational system in Ethiopia, I will begin, however, by giving a
swift historical introduction to Ethiopian education, and where girls up until recently occupied

a marginal position.



Ethiopian education in a historical perspective

The establishment of the first schools in Ethiopia cannot be dated exactly but, according to
Teshome G. Wagaw (1979), it is estimated by scholars to have followed soon after
Christianity was introduced as the state religion in the fourth century A.D. (see also Bahru
2002), in what was then the Aksumite Kingdom (100-800 A.D.) in the northern part of
present day Ethiopia, including Tigray region as well as parts of Eritrea and Yemen. Up until
the twentieth century, and the establishment of public schooling in Ethiopia, the provision of
education belonged to the religious domain, where the Ethiopian Orthodox Church had gained
close to monopoly (Tekeste 1990).% Richard Pankhurst (1992a) notes that while the nobility
could send their sons to the Ethiopian Orthodox churches and monasteries for a shorter period
of time to acquire reading skills, those who most often attended were sons of the clergy opting
for life-long careers within the church as part of an influential and revered clergy.’ The church
as a traditional learning institution in the Ethiopian context has existed up until the present
day parallel to a secular and rapidly expanding public education system.

Christian missionaries also have a long tradition of establishing schools in Ethiopia as
an integrated part of their missionary project of religious conversion. The first missionaries,
who were Portuguese Jesuits, arrived in the mid-sixteenth century trying to exploit the new
military relation between Ethiopia and Portugal for conversion to Roman Catholicism, but
were expelled from Ethiopia a century later by Fasilidas (r. 1632-1667) (e.g. Marcus 1994).
Lutheran mission schools started operating from the mid-seventeenth century onwards (e.g.
Teshome 1979), most often in areas where the Ethiopian Orthodox Church had less, or no,
influence. Before Emperor Menelik II (r.1889-1913) had established the first public school in
Ethiopia in 1908, called the Menelik II School, he had already sent the first batch of
Ethiopians to study in (the Orthodox Christian) Russia’ as well as in Switzerland (e.g. Paulos
& Messay 2010). While Menelik II has been described as the first Ethiopian emperor with a

somewhat modernist vision, Emperor Tewodoros II (r. 1855-1868) before him had in fact

3 When referring to Ethiopian scholars in this thesis I will follow the common addressing of a person’s with
his/her first name, since surnames as such are not in use in the Ethiopian context, where it is the father’s and the
grandfather’s first names that are used to signify kinship. Which name is used when referring Ethiopian authors
do, however, vary within the international academic context.

® The traditional Orthodox Christian Church School constitutes different levels of learning, each over several
years. The first level is the Reading School (Nebab Bet) where reading skills and the reading of selected religious
texts are taught. To be able to serve as a deacon (halega), or a priest (geshi), liturgy (gidasi) is then studied at an
advanced level in the Music School (Zema Bet) or the School for Church Dance (4quaquam). Then further
advancement in traditional church education is through the Poetry School (Qiné Bet) or the School of Books
(Metsehaf Bet), which educate the church’s teachers (meregeta) and scholars (debtera; deftera in Tigrina) (e.g.
Mulugeta 1959; Teshome 1979; Binns 2005).

7 Likewise, during the Soviet-supported Derg regime (1974-91) many went for higher education in the Soviet
Union.



established a technological school for arms manufacture with the assistance of Western
missionaries, and Ethiopians had also been sent to Europe to learn arms manufacture (e.g.
Bahru 1991; Paulos & Messay 2010). The Menelik II School was staffed mainly by Egyptian
scholars belonging to the Orthodox Coptic Christian Church, ‘as a happy compromise
between tradition and innovation’ (Bahru 1991: 108). Tekeste Negash (1990) notes that, up
until the 1920s the Ethiopian Orthodox Church had strongly opposed any secularisation of
schooling, since this was understood as undermining their authority. It was not before the
reign of Ras Tafari Mekonnen, later crowned as Emperor Haile Selassie I, that Ethiopia in
1925 got its second public school, the Tafari Mekonnen School.® Seeing education as
important for the modernisation of Ethiopia, a steady expansion of education followed.” As
Tekeste (2006) asserts, however, when the Education Sector Review of 1971-2, during Haile
Selassie’s reign, proposed to control access to secondary education as the economic sector did
not manage to absorb the growing number of secondary school-leavers — and going against
urban sentiments when announcing a move of focus to the rural population — it contributed to
his fall in 1974 (see also Tekeste 1996). At that time, around 12 percent of the school-age
population had access to primary education, 4 percent had access to secondary school, and
over 90 percent of the population was still illiterate (ibid: 105-6, Tekeste 1990).

The regime that followed the February Revolution in 1974, where the Ethiopian
student movement had played an important role, soon developed into a despotic military
regime, termed the Derg (literally ‘committee’), claiming to be socialist (1974-91).
Dismissing the imperial education system as elitist in its urban focus and production of an
educated elite that served the regime, the education system continued to expand during the
Derg, which needed qualified personnel for a growing public sector (not least the Ministry of
Defence). The surplus of secondary-school leavers were, together with college students,
teachers and professors, sent to the rural areas to participate in the first campaign of

‘Development for Cooperation’ (1976-78) to provide literacy for the masses and, as Tekeste

8 Both these two public schools were language-oriented — with French serving as lingua franca — and educating
clerks and accountants for an expanding state bureaucracy. Alliance Frangaise Schools had been established in
Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa already in 1912. The Tafari Mekonnen School also had a French director, and the
students sat for the French Government Certificate Examination. After the Italians were defeated in Ethiopia in
1941 by joint British-Ethiopian efforts, Britain tried to gain a foothold in the country and went far to contest
Ethiopian sovereign rights. Ethiopian sovereignty was for the most part restored in 1944, but Britain continued to
make territorial claims to Eritrea and Ogaden up until 1954. In this period the /ingua franca shifted from French
to English (e.g. Bahru 1991).

? UNESCO, the World Bank, USAID and Swedish Sida have been positioned as major partners in Ethiopian
education planning from the 1950s onwards. The first loan from the World Bank to the Ethiopian educational
sector was released in 1966. Sweden’s government-to-government support to Ethiopia via Sida dates back to
1954, and was not disrupted (as with USAID) during the Derg regime (Tekeste 1996, 2006; Sida 2004).



expresses it, ‘to preach to the peasantry the gospel of the new socialist revolution’ (Tekeste
2006: 19). From 1979 through to the mid-1980s the ‘National Literacy Campaign’ mobilised
thousands of secondary-school leavers for the government’s literacy programme in the rural
areas all over the country, reducing illiteracy, it was claimed, to 37 percent (Tekeste 1990).
With the inauguration of girls’ education in Ethiopia having been slow relative to boys’,
Emebet (1998) emphasises the boost these programmes had for women’s literacy. The
Revolutionary Ethiopian Women’s Association (REWA), established in support of the Derg,
even claimed that female illiteracy had been reduced from 93 to 50.2 percent by the year 1983
(Emebet 1998: 36). Enrolment to public education continued to increase during the Derg
regime, covering 35 percent of the school-aged children 7-16 years old by the end of the
1980s (Tekeste 2006: 19). Tekeste also notes that a mismatch between educational expansion
and allocated resources increasingly plagued the educational system during the Derg regime,
as more and more resources were directed to war efforts against insurgency groups in Ogaden,
Eritrea and Tigray (see also Tekeste 1996).

In spite of the fact that consecutive regimes in Ethiopia during the twentieth century
had included education as part of their political nation-building and modernising projects,
Jenny Hammond notes that only about 5 percent of the children in Tigray had access to any
form of public schooling prior to the Tigrayan struggle (1975-91), and the schools that existed
were primarily situated in urban areas (Hammond 1989: 80). The few schools operating
outside the bigger towns in Tigray at the time of the commencement of the struggle had
readily been closed down by the Derg regime, who claimed that the teachers were TPLF
sympathisers (see also Young 1998). Following Hammond (1989), it had been a demand of
the people that the TPLF opened schools, and so they did from 1979 onwards. TPLF trained
and provided teachers themselves and the local communities were responsible for the school
buildings.'” If these were not available, or not yet erected, schooling was conducted in the
shade of a big tree (Al 42¢ “$a9°/ab igri gom; literally ‘at the foot of the tree”), or in
temporary huts (das) . A male teacher from the struggle in Asgede Tsimbla Wereda
once took me to the well-hidden cave that had been his classroom in a rural village. One
female fighter (41) having served as a teacher during the struggle explained: ‘7 was teaching
the farmers ... night and day, even if there was enemy [Derg] activity day and night, without
surrendering we carried the ‘blackboard’ (in English) on our heads; we were teaching the

students in the shade of a tree that means.”"' Her account points to the underlying idea that

' By 1987, 900 teachers had been trained by TPLF (Hammond 1989: 80).
' Recorded interview 21 December 2008/Tahsas 12, 2001 E.C. (Interview number 41 in Tigrifia).



Feedc ¥y Ni1d oo

[Fig 1]: Outdoor-school in Tigray during the struggle (1975-91), using a blackboard of animal hide. Dated 1978 E.C. (1986). Courtesy: The Struggle Museum, Mekelle.




the struggle was not only to be won with arms but also with education, and targeted the rural
population and their children as well as the fighters themselves. In 1986, however, having
educated 27.000 children up to sixth grade, TPLF decided to change its educational focus to
those aged 14-25 (Hammond 1989: 80; Aregawi 2009), in the interests of the struggle (see
also Young 1997b).

In my study area in Tigray, in what is now Asgede Tsimbla Wereda, secular schools
had been non-existent up until 1969, when the Elementary School Building Unit (ESBU)"?
built the first primary school in the market town of Endabaguna and had completed another
three schools in the wereda by the time Emperor Haile Selassie was ousted from power in
1974. The following numbers shows the steady increase in availability of education in this
area after primary education (then grades 1-6) had started up in the market town in 1969-70
(1962 E.C.)."* As far as I have been able to establish from records at the wereda education
bureau — the number of permanent primary schools was around nine at the time of the
downfall of the Derg in 1991, not including the extensive schooling that had taken place in
temporary huts during the struggle. Under the present TPLF-based EPRDF government the
number of schools in the wereda had more than doubled ten years later to 24 primary schools
and one secondary school. After another ten years, the number of schools in Asgede Tsimbla
Wereda for the school year 2011/2012 (2004 E.C.) were 63 primary schools (49 schools grade
1-8, and 14 schools grades 1-4), two secondary schools (Endabaguna, grades 9-12",
Kisadgeba, grades 9-10), plus 43 satellite schools providing different levels of education
between grades 1-4 in temporary built huts (das)."” From January 2012, Alternative Basic
Education (ABE) — providing literacy, numeracy and basic education for adults in accordance
with an intensified focus in the last Educational Sector Development Program (ESDP IV)
(FDRE-MOE 2010b) — was planned to start up in 65 places in Asgede Tsimbla Wereda. In

spite of regional differences still prevailing within Ethiopia itself, the education policies of the

2 The Elementary School Building Unit (ESBU) under the Ministry of Education was financed by Sida. Around
6000 school buildings were constructed all over Ethiopia from 1968 onwards and into the 1990s (Sida 2004).

' E.C. refers to the Ethiopian Calendar which starts the New Year on Meskerem 1 (11 September). The
Ethiopian Calendar is seven years, eight months and ten days behind the Gregorian calendar. Every month has
30 days, the 5 remaining days (6 in a leap year), constitutes the 13" month, P ’agumen.

' Grades 11 and 12 will be accommodated in new buildings separate from first cycle of secondary school from
the school-year 2012/13 (2005 E.C.).

'* The primary school in Endabaguna expanded to include seventh grade from 1992/93 (1985 E.C.) and eighth
grade from 1993/94 (1986 E.C.). From 2000-01 (1993 E.C.) the first cycle of secondary school (grades 9-10) has
been provided in Endabaguna, expanded to include the preparatory level, grade 11 from 2008/09 (2001 E.C.) and
grade 12 from 2009/10 (2002 E.C.). Primary education in Endabaguna was also supplemented with a new
pri