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This book is not a solitary endeavor but a collaborative work shaped by the enduring spirit of the Hadiya people. Developed over more than a decade, their story is rooted in lived experience and extends far beyond libraries and archives.

We are deeply grateful to individuals such as Lajibe Megiso, whose candid reflections on farmers’ struggles revealed the everyday resilience of his community, and elders like Ashuute Badore, who entrusted us with invaluable wisdom and historical knowledge. Abatkun Lamboro’s impassioned advocacy for the preservation of the Hadiyisa language highlighted its essential place within Ethiopia’s cultural mosaic. These many conversations, together with sustained research, form the foundation of this work.

Our understanding of Hadiya history was also profoundly shaped by the scholarship of Ulrich Braukämper. His research on the Hadiya Sultanate—a powerful Muslim state from the tenth to the sixteenth century—provided critical context for the Hadiya’s role in regional politics, economics, and culture. Although the Abyssinia-Gragn war and seventeenth-century Oromo migrations fragmented the sultanate, the Hadiya people’s enduring cultural identity, alongside that of the Oromo, Sidaama, and Gurage, remains a testament to Ethiopia’s diverse heritage.

The vitality of Hadiya oral traditions, carefully preserved on platforms such as the Hadiya Media Network and Hadiya Journey, proved equally indispensable. These digital archives, including video recordings of communal gatherings, offered intimate insight into the Hadiya’s creativity and resilience. We extend special thanks to the prominent figures whose 2024 video interviews provided essential firsthand perspectives that significantly enriched our historical and cultural understanding.

Sandra Shell, Senior Research Associate at Rhodes University, deserves special recognition. Her meticulous critique, incisive guidance, and deep engagement with the manuscript were transformative. Her expertise strengthened the narrative structure, ensured consistency in historical citation, and enhanced the work’s overall coherence. Her contribution exemplifies the true spirit of collaboration. Similarly, Dr. Solomon Chafamo, based in the USA, conducted two rigorous rounds of review, providing comments that sharpened the core arguments and maintained historical accuracy. 

While the injustices faced by the Hadiya resonate deeply, they are not unique. Shared by many Ethiopians, these experiences underscore a powerful opportunity for collective action grounded in democracy, equality, and mutual respect.

This book represents only one thread in the evolving narrative of the Hadiya people. As Abbach Girma Watumo emphasizes, future research must embrace diverse perspectives across age, gender, and historical experience to create a more comprehensive account. Continued collaboration among scholars, researchers, and community leaders is essential to honoring the Hadiya’s multifaceted legacy. The preservation of Hadiyisa is not merely a linguistic concern but an existential one, vital to safeguarding cultural identity for generations to come.

People’s History of the Hadiya in the Horn of Africa is offered as a single contribution to this ongoing mosaic. We hope it inspires further exploration and stands as a tribute to the Hadiya people’s remarkable resilience and enduring cultural wealth.
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This book chronicles resilience—how a people navigate history's currents while holding fast to their identity. It traces the Hadiya journey from their early states, through imperial conquest and assimilation, to their contemporary reality as a dynamic, transnational community. At its heart, this is a story about the enduring tension between preservation and adaptation, and how a society reclaims its narrative.

My aim is to synthesize a rich, often disparate, body of scholarship. I move beyond the external narratives of royal chronicles to engage with ethnographic depth, linguistic evidence of enduring identity, and the counter-histories championed by scholars of subaltern voices. I seek to understand the deeper fabric of Hadiya life: the structures of kinship and assimilation, the spiritual world of Fandaanano, the profound attachment to land, and the modern transformations driven by an entanglement of faith and migration.

The Hadiya experience offers a powerful lens for examining universal themes—the trauma of marginalization, strategies of cultural endurance, and the redefinition of belonging in a globalized age. Their journey to South Africa, sparked by prophecy and sustained by necessity, is not an endpoint but a pivotal chapter. It shows how global forces are lived locally, and how diaspora communities become new arenas for both conflict and cohesion. This work argues that the Hadiya’s “long walk” is not away from their history, but a continuation of it by other means—a theme that resonates through enduring debates about integration versus autonomy in Ethiopian historiography.

This project is built upon the scholarship of countless historians, anthropologists, linguists, and political scientists. More intimately, it is indebted to the voices of Hadiya individuals, both at home and abroad, who shared their stories, insights, and concerns. Any errors in interpretation or fact are mine alone.

I hope this book contributes to a fuller understanding of the Hadiya, not as a footnote in a larger national epic, but as architects of their own enduring legacy. Their story is one of fragments painstakingly reassembled, a testament to the unwavering human pursuit of self-determination and dignity.

For centuries, the history of the Horn of Africa has been written as a monolith—a chronicle of empires that relegated "nations and nationalities" to footnotes. Among these silenced giants are the Hadiya. Once a "super-ethnos" whose influence stretched from the Awash River to the Bale highlands, they were never merely a conquered people. They were, and remain, architects of a fluid, resilient civilization that survived by transforming.

This is not a static history of decline, but a chronicle of endurance. When the Hadiya political center fractured in the sixteenth century under the Abyssinia-Gragn wars and Oromo migrations, the Hadiya did not vanish. They diffused. Through moggaasa and lallaba, they became a thread woven into the fabric of the Oromo, the Sidaama, and others. To understand the Hadiya is to understand a foundational layer of modern Ethiopia.

My approach bridges the archive and the ancestry. While indebted to scholars like Ulrich Braukämper, this work finds its pulse in the diraanchaa—the epic oral traditions that serve as living archives. The dirges of Hoolee-Imancho, Moora, Maaga, and Aaye Worqa are not mere laments; they are legal deeds to the land and psychological maps of survival.

We trace this journey from the thirteenth-century Sultanate to the modern "long walk" toward South Africa—a contemporary exodus sparked by both prophecy and necessity. This transnational reality proves the Hadiya story is not a closed chapter, but an unfolding global phenomenon.

By centering the voices of the Leemo, Wexo-Giira, Sooro, Shaashoogo, and Baadawaachcho, this book challenges dominant narratives. It asserts that the pursuit of self-determination lies not in preserving borders, but in preserving identity against the currents of history. The Hadiya refuse to be forgotten. This is the account of how they remained whole in a world that tried to break them into fragments.
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Chapter 1: Contending Narratives: The Hadiya Story in Ethiopian History
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A people’s history begins not with a first fact, but with a first argument. The story of the Hadiya nation exists in the fissures between competing narratives of the Ethiopian past. History is not discovered; it is chosen. Howard Zinn’s provocation remains a necessary starting point for any inquiry into societies whose pasts survive largely outside state archives. Zinn argued that dominant historical narratives privilege rulers, institutions, and moments of conquest, while the lives of ordinary people surface only intermittently—often as problems to be managed or resisted. Ethiopian historiography has largely followed this pattern (Zinn & Damon, 1998). Kings, dynasties, churches, wars, and state-building projects dominate the record, while indigenous societies such as the Hadiya appear primarily as objects of conquest, tribute, conversion, or administration. 

A people’s history of the Hadiya seeks to reverse this optic. It does not deny the importance of states, empires, or religious institutions. Rather, it refuses to treat them as the sole agents of historical change. This study centers peasants, women, ritual specialists, pastoralists, traders, migrants, and subaltern political actors—those whose lives were shaped by power, but who also acted within, against, and beyond it. 

This approach is not merely ethical. For Hadiya history, it is methodologically unavoidable.

The Hadiya appear frequently in medieval Ethiopian and Arabic sources, yet almost always through hostile or extractive lenses (Al-Omari, 1927; Tamrat, 1972; Ullendorff, 1966). Their long-term survival depended not on centralized continuity but on dispersal, fragmentation, and ethnogenesis following repeated imperial and regional conflicts (Braukämper, 1977a, 2012). Much of their historical knowledge has therefore been preserved outside written archives—in oral traditions, ritual practice, subsistence systems, and migration memories (Braukämper & Mishago, 1999). To write Hadiya history from elite texts alone is to reproduce the very silences that define their marginalization.

Ethiopia’s dominant historical narrative—often described as the “Great Tradition”—has long framed the country as a unified civilization rooted in northern highland Christianity, imperial continuity, and resistance to European colonialism (Levine, 2000; Marzagora, 2017; Trimingham, 2007; Ullendorff, 1960). While this narrative has fostered national cohesion, it has also narrowed historical visibility. Entire communities, particularly in the southern regions, have been rendered peripheral or omitted altogether.

Among those marginalized are the Hadiya, a people numbering over four million today whose historical depth and political significance challenge core assumptions of Ethiopia’s dominant historiography. Their exclusion is not accidental. It reflects a patterned bias that privileges monumental architecture, imperial genealogy, and Christian continuity while relegating pastoral societies, Islamic polities, and non-northern political formations to the margins.

The Hadiya are not a peripheral people but a suppressed center. Their history unsettles the long-standing assumption that the northern highlands are the sole locus of Ethiopian “civilization.” This bias has pushed the Hadiya Sultanate—a sophisticated Islamic polity that flourished from the tenth to the sixteenth centuries—into the footnotes of medieval history.

Recovering this past requires working against the grain of the historical record. The term “Hadiya” itself has shifted over time, referring variously to a powerful medieval polity, a regional designation, and, today, a specific ethno-linguistic group within Ethiopia’s federal system (Braukämper, 2012; Hudson, 2012). These shifts reflect a longer history of internal colonialism, in which southern incorporation was not a neutral process of unification but a structured extraction of labor and livestock to sustain a northern-oriented political economy.

The evidentiary record mirrors this imbalance. Most pre-twentieth-century sources were produced outside Hadiya society by Arabic geographers, Ethiopian royal chroniclers, and European travelers, all writing within imperial or external frameworks. Internal written traditions are scarce, and the surviving sources are uneven and shaped by the priorities of power. Together, these conditions caution against treating Hadiya identity as fixed or primordial and underscore the need for a critical, people-centered historical approach.

Conventional Ethiopian historiography has overwhelmingly centered the northern highlands as the locus of state formation and cultural legitimacy. This focus is closely tied to Eurocentric scholarly traditions that imposed hierarchical models of civilization, positioning Abyssinia at the center and casting other regions as derivative or belated (Markakis, 1974). The result is a distorted historical map that confuses geographic dominance with historical primacy.

The systematic exclusion of southern histories gave rise to what are now termed “Counter-Histories.” Emerging most forcefully in the late twentieth century, these narratives challenged Ethiopian Studies by foregrounding suppressed identities, languages, and political trajectories (Marzagora, 2017). Far from being purely academic interventions, Counter-Histories carried political weight. They exposed how the Great Tradition was mobilized to legitimize imperial centralization under successive regimes—from the Solomonic emperors to the Derg—and how historical memory itself became a tool of governance.

The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), which governed from 1991 to 2018, institutionalized Counter-Histories within its federal framework, recasting Ethiopia as a mosaic of historically autonomous nations (Feyissa, 2023). Under the Prosperity Party, the state has oscillated between reviving the Great Tradition and selectively accommodating pluralist narratives, reflecting unresolved tensions at the heart of Ethiopian nationhood.

This book argues that Ethiopia’s historical impasse cannot be resolved by choosing between these narratives. The task is not replacement but integration—without erasure or hierarchy. Doing so requires confronting two enduring myths: ethnic hierarchy, which legitimizes southern marginalization, and ethnic purity, which denies centuries of migration, assimilation, and interdependence (A. Pankhurst, 2002; Triulzi, 2002). 

This book advances a different proposition: that Hadiya history must be written from the inside out, using the conceptual tools of historical anthropology, oral tradition, and linguistic analysis to reconstruct a longue durée of continuity amid transformation. Rather than asking how the Hadiya fit into Ethiopian history, we ask how Ethiopian history appears when viewed from Hadiya experience.

Our approach integrates two closely aligned intellectual traditions. The first is Howard Zinn’s “people’s history” paradigm, which prioritizes the perspectives of the disenfranchised and laboring populations over those of conquerors and kings. The second is the critical tradition in Ethiopian historiography, led by scholars like Alessandro Triulzi. This school seeks to dismantle the “Great Tradition”—the monolithic, state-centered narrative that has long dominated the field.

The significance of the Hadiya extends beyond contemporary demographics. Official statistics have consistently underestimated both their population and historical reach. While recent estimates suggest figures between 2.1 and 2.47 million, historical evidence points to a far more expansive Hadiya polity. Braukämper demonstrates that many groups now identified under different ethnonyms—including substantial segments of the Arsi Oromo—trace their origins to the Hadiya, later assimilating linguistically and politically following the fragmentation of the Hadiya Sultanate in the sixteenth century (Braukämper, 1977a, 1977b). This historical fluidity complicates contemporary ethnic categories and highlights the constructed nature of rigid identity boundaries. Genetic studies linking Leemo Hadiya populations with communities across Oromia and central Ethiopia further confirm long-standing patterns of intermingling and adaptation after imperial conquest.

For the Hadiya, reclaiming historical recognition is not symbolic; it is political, with material consequences. Their marginalization reflects broader governance patterns dominated by extractive elites who monopolize power while suppressing alternative historical claims (Marzagora, 2017). Addressing this legacy requires more than rhetorical inclusion. It demands educational reform, cultural investment, and political structures capable of accommodating historical plurality without instrumentalizing it (Owens, 2008; Triulzi, 2002).

The Hadiya story—spanning early pastoral formations in the first millennium BCE, the rise of a powerful Islamic Sultanate, imperial conquest, and contemporary struggles for self-definition—offers a critical lens through which Ethiopia’s national narrative must be reexamined. Ignoring this history no longer reflects scholarly oversight but deliberate refusal.

Braukämper’s scholarship further reveals that the historical category “Hadiya” encompassed numerous Ethiopian groups now known by other names. This legacy is especially evident among the Arsi Oromo, where nearly two-thirds of clans trace their ancestry to the Hadiya, despite contemporary identification as Oromo and the adoption of the Oromo language and gadaa system

(Braukämper, 2012). Genetic evidence supports this history of assimilation following the sixteenth-century fragmentation of the Hadiya Sultanate.

These findings underscore the need for a new vision of national unity—one that not only acknowledges diversity but actively empowers constituent communities. Achieving this requires sustained investment in education and culture to dismantle supremacist myths (Owens, 2008; Triulzi, 2002), alongside inclusive policies that promote equitable development and meaningful political representation. The Hadiya narrative thus illustrates Ethiopia’s trajectory as a multi-ethnic nation, from ancient origins and a powerful Sultanate through imperial expansion and assimilation to contemporary struggles for self-determination.

The Hadiya presence in the Horn of Africa can be traced to the first millennium BCE, though the precise processes of ethnogenesis remain debated. Early evidence points to a kinship-based pastoral society closely linked to neighboring groups such as the Sidaama and Kambata. While some scholars propose origins in an older, dispersed population that later reconsolidated (Lapiso Delebo, 1983), by the ninth century CE the Hadiya had established a broad territorial presence. Their lands extended from the Jema River across the plateaus of Shewa, Harar, and Bali to the left banks of the Blue Nile and the Didessa River (Tamrat, 1972). During this period, Islam became central to Hadiya society, and the name “Hadiya” itself reflects Arabic linguistic influence interwoven with local tradition. Yet this early prominence remains largely absent from mainstream historical accounts.

By the tenth century CE, the regional balance of power shifted as the Christian Ethiopian Empire expanded southward. In response, the Hadiya Sultanate emerged as a consolidated Muslim polity that endured for centuries. More than a political entity, it was a center of cultural and institutional development, supported by a respected military force. Its strategic heartland at the confluence of the Gibe and upper Bilate rivers provided fertile agricultural land and access to trade networks. The Sultanate’s appearance in the thirteenth-century Kebra Nagast attests to its regional significance (Idris, 2022). Distinct from the Adal Sultanate, Hadiya stood as a powerful counterpoint to narratives that locate early Ethiopian power exclusively in the north and within Christianity. 

The fourteenth century marked a decisive rupture. Under Emperor Amda Seyon I, the Christian Empire launched sustained campaigns to dismantle Hadiya autonomy (Tamrat, 1972). Reduced to tributary status, the Hadiya faced economic extraction and political subordination, often accompanied by coercive religious policies aimed at undermining Islamic institutions. This period exemplifies how non-Christian, non-northern histories were actively suppressed in the construction of Ethiopian statehood.

The sixteenth century brought further upheaval with the protracted jihad between the Christian Empire and the Adal Sultanate. For the Hadiya, participation was driven less by religious allegiance than by the opportunity to escape imperial domination. Alliances with Adal, reinforced through marriage ties, reflected pragmatic strategies for survival and autonomy (Braukämper, 2012). Oral traditions recount internal tensions within this alliance, including the killing of a prominent Hadiya figure by a Somali soldier, revealing the fragile balance of competing interests.

The conflict devastated the region, disrupting livelihoods and causing widespread famine and loss of life. Yet for the Hadiya, the aftermath created unexpected openings. As imperial heartlands were depopulated, new spaces emerged for southward expansion, often alongside the Oromo (Braukämper, 2012). Indigenous interpretations of this period—such as the Baadawaachcho narrative of Dawdigalla as divine punishment—offer vital Counter-Histories that challenge imperial-centered accounts (Braukämper, 1977a, 1977b). By the mid-sixteenth century, large-scale Oromo migrations decisively fractured the Hadiya Sultanate and reshaped the region’s ethno-linguistic landscape. While a core Hadiya population maintained its identity, many groups assimilated into Oromo, Sidaama, and Wolaita communities. The Arsi Oromo, where nearly two-thirds of clans trace ancestry to the Hadiya, exemplify this deep intermingling (Braukämper, 2012). Such histories fundamentally challenge myths of ethnic purity used to sustain hierarchies and marginalization.

Despite these upheavals, the Hadiya demonstrated remarkable resilience. Between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, decentralized leadership allowed dispersed communities to preserve their language and cultural practices. Even the late nineteenth-century conquests of Emperor Menelik II, which forcibly incorporated Hadiya lands into the expanding empire, failed to extinguish aspirations for self-determination (Braukämper, 2012). The Hadiyyisa language endures, as do socio-religious institutions such as Fandaanano and the Seera system, underscoring continuity amid domination (Braukämper, 2012). 

The twentieth century introduced new challenges. Under the Derg regime (1974–1991), the suppression of ethnic identity intensified, yet Hadiya students played active roles in resistance movements. The 1994 Constitution marked a turning point, establishing ethnic federalism and enabling the creation of the Hadiya Zone. This provided institutional space for cultural revitalization, the use of Hadiyyisa in education and administration, and limited self-governance.

Despite these gains, inclusion remains uneven. Demands for greater autonomy persist, alongside concerns about underrepresentation at the national level. Economic marginalization continues to drive migration among Hadiya youth, reinforcing feelings of unfulfilled promise

(Feyissa Dori, Hagen-Zanker, & Mazzilli, 2024). Yet the twenty-first century has also seen a resurgence of Hadiya identity, led by educated youth using digital platforms to preserve language, document history, and advocate for curricular inclusion.

This chapter establishes the book's guiding principle: Hadiya history is neither a footnote to empire nor a prelude to assimilation. Instead, it is a continuous project, shaped by encounter and negotiation yet anchored in enduring institutions of identity. Writing this history does more than fill a gap—it challenges the epistemological boundaries of Ethiopian historiography itself.

Consequently, this narrative is neither a lament nor a separatist romance. It is an effort to restore historical weight to a people who have always been actors: as builders of a medieval sultanate, innovators of the Fandaanano socio-spiritual system, survivors of imperial pressures, and navigators of a modern ethnic politics that often substitutes new forms of control for promised autonomy. Telling the Hadiya story fundamentally recalibrates the story of Ethiopia, revealing it not as a seamless, age-old unity, but as a complex and ongoing negotiation between a center and its many nations.

As traced here, the Hadiya experience mirrors Ethiopia’s broader tensions. Their journey—from ancient foundations and a powerful Sultanate to subjugation and contemporary struggles—exposes the cost of a singular historical vision and the transformative potential of reclaimed narratives. Honoring Ethiopia’s diversity requires moving beyond a Great Tradition that erases peoples or marginalizing Counter-Histories. A sustainable future depends on integrating these narratives, acknowledging shared frameworks while fully incorporating the lived histories of communities like the Hadiya. This is both an ethical imperative and a practical necessity for building a just and enduring state. 
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​Map 1. Hadiya proper and groups largely originated from an old Hadiya stratum on administrative map of Ethiopia ​[1]
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Map 2​[2]. Administrative Map of Hadiya Zone 
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Chapter 2: Piecing Together the Hadiya Story: A Multifaceted Approach
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If Chapter 1 revealed a landscape of contending narratives, this chapter outlines the toolkit for navigating it. Writing a longue durée history of a people like the Hadiya, whose past is refracted through external accounts and deeply held internal memories, demands more than a single methodological lens. It requires a deliberate strategy of triangulation—the convergent use of multiple, independent sources of evidence to illuminate a common historical truth. Where one source is silent, another may speak; where one perspective is biased, another may offer a corrective. This chapter advocates for a multifaceted methodology that weaves together the critical analysis of written archives, the systematic collection of oral tradition, insights from linguistics and material culture, and, crucially, the guidance of living community memory. Only through such a synthesis can we move from fragmented glimpses toward a coherent narrative.

A foundational work in this field, Ulrich Braukämper’s “A History of the Hadiya in Southern Ethiopia” (2012), was pioneering in its effort to foreground Hadiya voices. However, its methodology presents notable limitations. Braukämper relied heavily on oral histories from a narrow pool of informants, primarily drawn from the Sooro substratum. This selective focus resulted in an incomplete portrayal of Hadiya society, marginalizing other critical substrata such as the Weexo-Giira, whose historical contributions were substantial.

The Hadiya people are not a homogeneous group but a mosaic of interconnected substrata—including the Shaashoogo, Baade-Ooso, Leemo, Weexo-Giira, and Maraqo/Libidoo—each with distinct traditions and historical trajectories. By privileging certain perspectives, Braukämper’s work risks reinforcing internal hierarchies and perpetuating the marginalization of lesser-represented groups. Such selectivity ultimately obscures the interconnectedness that defines Hadiya society. A fuller understanding requires rigorous, inclusive methodologies that cross-reference oral traditions with other forms of evidence.

Concerns also arise from the uncritical handling of genealogical data in Braukämper’s study. His portrayal of Booyaamo as the central progenitor of the Shaashoogo substratum illustrates the risks of relying on a single, unexamined narrative. While some oral traditions venerate Booyaamo as an ancestral figure, historical records—most notably the chronicles of Emperor Amda Seyon (1314–1344)—indicate that the Shaashoogo (“Sasogi”) existed long before Booyaamo’s alleged emergence during the reign of Zara Yaqob (1434–1468) (Braukämper, 2012; Davis, 1964; Ullendorff, 1966). This pattern reflects genealogical compression; whereby complex ancestral histories are condensed to fit contemporary narratives. Such compression casts doubt on Booyaamo’s elevation as a singular progenitor and highlights the fluidity and subjectivity of oral traditions, which are susceptible to reinterpretation and political reshaping. The emphasis on a single male ancestor also reveals patriarchal biases that marginalize other lineages and leaders within the Gadab Hadiya, including Gab Garaad and his allies, who actively resisted imperial domination during Zara Yaqob’s reign (Davis, 1964). Gab Garaad’s alliance with Mahiko, a prominent opponent of the Abyssinian Empire, exemplifies the resilience and agency of the Gadab Hadiya people (Lebel, 1974). Overemphasizing Booyaamo diminishes the collective leadership that shaped Hadiya history.

This distortion has serious implications for Hadiya political and cultural identity. Booyaamo’s documented actions—collaboration with imperial forces, betrayal of kin, and facilitation of Hadiya subjugation—make his elevation as a heroic ancestor deeply problematic. Portraying him as a symbol of substrata such as Sooro and Urusso is historically inaccurate and contradicts the values of resistance and sovereignty long embodied by these groups. Such narratives risk projecting an image of collaboration and subjugation, undermining Hadiya agency within Ethiopia’s broader resistance history. Reassessing Booyaamo’s role is therefore essential—not only for historical accuracy but for restoring the dignity of a people who have long defended their autonomy and cultural integrity.

Braukämper’s study further narrows the historical narrative by locating revered leaders such as Garaad Amano and Garaad Aze almost exclusively within Sooro genealogies. This selective attribution overlooks their broader presence across other substrata and risks presenting a one-sided account. Historical evidence strengthens this concern. Emperor Amda Seyon I’s chronicles identify Garaad Amano as a leader of Hadiya resistance and reference Gudoola ancestry. Given that the Leemo and dispersed Weexo-Giira clans trace their lineage to the Gudoola (Braukämper, 2012), it is highly plausible that Garaad Amano belonged to this lineage. This connection points to a legacy of influence and prestige shared across multiple Hadiya substrata.

Despite increased calls for inclusive historiography, distortions of Hadiya history persist, particularly in the national curriculum. Politically motivated misrepresentations of Hadiya spiritual practices illustrate this ongoing challenge. For example, an 11th-grade history textbook introduced claims that the Fandaanano system was established by spiritual leaders Itto and Albaja, or by Booyaamo, inaccurately described as the “father” of five Hadiya clans (Grade 11 History Textbook, p. 56). These assertions, unsupported by credible research, exemplify the dangers of politicizing historical narratives and undermine genuine efforts to understand Hadiya heritage.

Fandaanano is not the creation of a single individual but a collectively developed system of governance rooted in indigenous belief systems. It predates the arrival of Christianity and Islam and represents a long-standing tradition far older than any individual figure, including Booyaamo. Claims that Booyaamo established Fandaanano in the 17th century are historically unfounded. Emerging in the mid-15th century, Booyaamo was associated with imperial collaboration—an orientation fundamentally at odds with the decentralized, egalitarian governance that defines Fandaanano. Given the egalitarian nature of Hadiya society, it is implausible that any one individual could have created such a system. Its widespread practice across all Hadiya substrata affirms its collective origin and shared significance.

These distortions are part of a broader pattern of undermining indigenous knowledge and leadership structures. As Dr. Amos Wilson observed, “To manipulate history is to manipulate consciousness; to manipulate consciousness is to manipulate possibilities; to manipulate possibilities is to manipulate power.” This insight is particularly relevant to Hadiya history, where preserving the diversity and complexity of the past is essential. This critique does not seek to dismiss Braukämper’s foundational contributions but to build upon them through more inclusive and rigorous approaches. Only by acknowledging the limitations of existing narratives can we move toward a fuller, more nuanced understanding of Hadiya history.

This analysis underscores the continued marginalization of Hadiya history within Ethiopia’s broader historiography, shaped by centralized imperial frameworks and elite perspectives. While Braukämper’s work illuminated important aspects of Hadiya history, its narrow methodology and patriarchal biases obscure the contributions of many substrata. Distortions—especially those embedded in educational materials—highlight the urgent need for a multidisciplinary approach that integrates oral traditions, archaeology, linguistics, genetics, and the voices of all Hadiya communities. The collective governance system of Fandaanano stands as a testament to the Hadiya people’s resilience and cultural integrity. Embracing such an approach allows us to uncover the depth and richness of their historical legacy.

The enduring power of oral traditions

The Hadiya’s historical memory is deeply embedded in communal rituals. Funeral eulogies, in particular, extend beyond expressions of grief to reaffirm collective values and leadership legacies. Broadcasts on platforms such as Kabeera Tube—memorializing figures like Daanna Abeebo Laseeso (May 10, 2024) and Garaad Adamo Welgano Funkamo (April 1, 2024)—offer insight into the qualities esteemed in Hadiya leadership. Statements such as “He was a guiding light for our community” and “His wisdom shaped our community for the better” reflect enduring communal ideals. These testimonies reinforce the belief that remembrance sustains identity and continuity.

Oral traditions also preserve broader cultural identity. Testimonies from figures such as Ato Tesfaye Wolde Meskel (January 9, 2024) and Abagaz Erango Ayase (December 23, 2023) emphasize the centrality of language, titles, and historical narratives. Declarations like “Our language is our identity” and “Our history is rich, and it is our duty to pass it on” reflect a strong commitment to intergenerational transmission. Similarly, narratives shared by leaders such as Abbach Getahun Watumo (April 14, 2024) and Abbach Estifanos Worqu Abeeto (January 21, 2024) articulate resilience and unity. Statements such as “Our struggle is far from over” and “Our identity is our pride” function as affirmations of collective endurance.

While invaluable, oral traditions have limitations. Narratives can change over time through embellishment or selective memory (Vansina, 1985). Biases may shape storytelling, and complex details may be difficult to preserve accurately through oral transmission alone. Stories are often told from specific viewpoints, which may exclude other experiences.

A Multidisciplinary Approach: Pillars of Reconstruction

This study synthesizes diverse streams of evidence through a methodology built on three pillars.

First, it commits to inclusive sourcing. The narrative is not limited to a single perspective; by prioritizing voices from across the Hadiya spectrum—including Leemo, Sooro, Shaashoogo, and others—it counters the patriarchal and subgroup-specific biases that have skewed previous scholarship. Second, it relies on interdisciplinary triangulation. Oral traditions are not treated in isolation but are rigorously cross-examined against imperial chronicles, linguistic data, archaeological findings, and genetic research. This layered approach turns fragmented memories into a more reliable historical record. Third, it upholds transparent analysis, openly acknowledging the limitations of each source—from the selectivity of oral memory to ideological distortions in imperial archives. By clearly explaining methods and uncertainties, it strengthens credibility and invites nuanced engagement with historical complexity. Together, these pillars move beyond a portrayal of the Hadiya as mere subjects of empire and instead present them as primary architects of a resilient and enduring society.

Written sources

Scholarly literature provides the essential scaffolding for this study, linking local oral narratives to broader regional and global historical frameworks. Triangulation—the systematic cross-referencing of oral tradition with archaeological and documentary evidence—remains the most robust method for strengthening historical interpretation (Vansina, 1985).

The foundational figure in Hadiya historiography is Ulrich Braukämper, whose extensive corpus (Braukämper, 2012, 2014) offers vital insights derived from decades of field interviews, archival records, and ethnographic observation. His work on the Fandaanano system (2014) and the narrative songs of the Hadiya (Braukämper & Mishago, 1999) provides a baseline for understanding the socio-religious and expressive culture of the region. Furthermore, his analysis of medieval Islamic principalities (Braukämper, 1977a, 1977b) helps situate Hadiya within the broader geopolitical landscape of Southeast Ethiopia.

To reconstruct the medieval Hadiya state, this study relies on primary ecclesiastical and imperial documents. The royal chronicles, particularly those detailing the "glorious victories" of Emperor Amda Seyon (r. 1314–1344), offer an imperial perspective on Hadiya’s territorial expansion and its status as a significant tributary power (Idris, 2022; Kaplan, 2007; Ullendorff, 1966). These Abyssinian accounts are balanced by external Islamic geographers, such as al-ʻUmarī (1927), whose Masalik el absar provides crucial 14th-century context regarding Hadiya’s role within the Islamic commercial and political networks of the Horn (Huntingford et al., 1989; Tamrat, 1972).

The 19th and early 20th centuries are documented through the journals of European explorers and diplomats, including Borelli (1890), Cecchi (1885), and Bruce (1804). While these travelogues are often colored by colonial-era biases, they provide granular details on land tenure, subsistence patterns, and the initial impacts of the centralizing Ethiopian state (d'Abbadie, 1890; Pankhurst, 1997; Trimingham, 2007).

Modern ethnographic and political-economy studies further refine this picture. Work by Lapiso Delebo (1983) and Taddesse Tamrat (1972) provides a critical Ethiopian perspective on state-building, while contemporary scholars examine the specific challenges of Hadiya political identity and migration. For instance, Tronvoll (2001) documents peasant voices during periods of political upheaval, and Feyissa Dori et al. (2024) analyze the tangible and intangible factors driving modern Hadiya migration to South Africa.
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