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Glossary

  Words and acronyms with single references and whose meanings are described clearly in the text are not listed here, while those which frequently occur are listed.




	a’anan
	
cow’s milk, an important ritual item




	Aannolee
	a remote site in the Arsi area of south-eastern Oromiya, where thousands of Oromo were massacred in 1886, also known as Jaawii



	Abbaa
	
father, title of respect




	Abyssinia
	a former kingdom in north-west of what is today called Ethiopia, often used in reference to imperial Ethiopia



	afaan Oromoo
	the standardised Oromo language with Latin orthography often referred to as qubee



	Amhara
	the ruling ethnic group in imperial Ethiopia until 1991, also referred to as Abyssinians. Homeland in north-west Ethiopia



	Amharic
	the principal language in imperial Ethiopia, originates from Amhara



	Arsi
	
large tribal group from south-eastern Oromiya




	ayyaana
	the means by which God creates and sustains everything



	bilisummaa
	
liberation, freedom, self-determination




	bircaa
	
popular social activity involving the chewing of jima




	biyya
	
land, country, countryside




	bokku
	
club or sceptre considered central to the gadaa system




	Boorana/Booran
	southernmost Oromiya where many of the traditions remain intact; a place perceived as the cradleland of all Oromo



	buna
	
coffee, an important ritual item




	buna qala
	
sacred coffee and butter ritual




	dareemoo
	
porridge that features in women’s birth rituals




	Derg
	
Provisional Military Council, common name for military regime which controlled the Ethiopian state from 1974 till 1991




	Dirree dhawaa
	large town and trading centre in eastern Oromiya, second largest town in Ethiopia, also spelt Dire Dawa



	elilebaa
	
high-pitched trill that women issue forth as an applause




	EPRDF
	Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, major party in Ethiopia since 1991



	faranjii
	
a white European person, ‘Westerner’




	Finfinnee
	pre-colonial Oromo name of Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia



	gadaa
	
self-governing ceremonial system




	
gaddaa (or taazi’a)

	
condolence ceremony




	geerasa
	
a call-and-response song about one’s heroic exploits




	gobana
	colloquial term for an Oromo who betrays his/her people to the Abyssinians, deriving from Gobana Dacchie who assisted Menelik II



	gubissa
	
naming ritual for a child aged under eight years




	guduunfa
	
tying together, engagement negotiations




	haadha
	
mother




	hayyuu
	
a senior councillor or elder




	Hararghe
	
imperial administrative province in the east of Ethiopia




	IFLO
	
Islamic Front for the Liberation of Oromiya




	
jima (or khat)

	
green leaf stimulant




	mana
	
house, home




	moggaasa 
	
adoption of an individual or a group, name giving




	nagaa
	peace with God, people and the land, key Oromo motif and greeting



	nikah
	
Islamic engagement/marriage negotiations




	odaa
	large sycamore tree, primary national symbol, meeting place for the gadaa council



	OLA
	
Oromo Liberation Army, military wing of OLF




	OLF
	
Oromo Liberation Front, also known as ABO—Adda Bilisummaa Oromoo




	ollaa
	
neighbourhood, neighbours




	OPDO
	Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation, government-sponsored party



	Oromumma
	
Oromoness, being Oromo




	qaallu
	
high priest, ritual expert




	shaggooyyee
	
style of dance popular in eastern Oromiya




	siiqqee
	stick symbolising a socially sanctioned set of rights exercised by Oromo women



	soda
	
Affine




	Tigray
	a former kingdom in the north of Ethiopia bordering Eritrea; Tigrayans originate from this area



	TPLF
	Tigray People’s Liberation Front, dominant member of ruling EPRDF party since 1991 and major rebel fighting force against previous Derg regime



	ulmaa baha
	
women’s postnatal ritual


	

	waaqa
	Oromo divinity









  
Author’s Note

  In December 1996, after several years of involvement with the Oromo community in Melbourne, I received an unexpected telephone call from Saarah, a homeless Oromo woman seeking asylum in Australia. She pleaded to stay with my family. We shared our home and financially supported her for two years. During this time I became widely known among Melbourne’s Oromo community. Without kin in Australia, Saarah quickly became dependent upon me as her male ‘guardian’, and was recognised within the broader Oromo and Ethiopian communities as part of my household. Saarah’s arrival became an important juncture in the writing of this book, which gives voice to the pain of exile—not only among the Oromo community from the Horn of Africa but among displaced people more generally.

  The book contends that language constructs rather than simply reflects reality, and the following writings embody the movement from one language to another: from the Oromo language afaan Oromoc to English. As a translator of language and culture I have not sought to find or determine a hidden ‘cultural meaning’; instead I have located meaning in ‘lived’ processes of articulation. As I discovered, the means of addressing problems of intercultural interpretation was not found in Oromo dictionaries, but in attempting to understand the way language is tied to local realities and to changing identities. My attempts at translation—or linguistic and cultural mediation—were always incomplete, and were experienced as a form of negotiation between myself and those I was studying, and not as an attempt to reshape Oromo culture into a ‘Western’ frame.1

  To protect the privacy of those who feature in the book, elements of some stories have been changed and most of the characters’ names are pseudonyms. All of my informants were made aware of how their stories would be used and gave permission for me to do so. In some instances, following lengthy consultations, material was omitted at their request.

  It was not until after 1991 that it was lawful in Ethiopia to teach or publish in the Oromo language using the Latin alphabet—which largely explains why the written standardisation of afaan Oromoo, referred to as qubee, remains underdeveloped. In addition, the diversity of dialects among the Oromo population and lack of resources make standardisation a very difficult and potentially divisive task. Given an apparent lack of consensus on ‘correct’ spelling, the orthography of some words in this book may not accord with their spelling elsewhere.

  Throughout the book the pre-colonial Oromo names of places in Oromiya will be used—e.g. Finfinnee as opposed to Addis Ababa. Colonial names will only be used when referring specifically to Ethiopia—e.g. Addis Ababa when speaking of the capital of Ethiopia. This accords with Oromo anti-colonial naming practices.




  Mapping of Oromiya

  A map with its exclusive boundaries conveys a particular image of the world. The various mappings of the territory called Oromiya delineate boundaries which are contested and incapable of representing the heterogeneity of the people living within them. In many respects, it is colour and image, rather than territorial representation, which more accurately ‘maps’ what Oromiya signifies to Melbourne’s Oromo. The shaded representation of Oromiya provided here is to enable the reader to locate the places frequently referred to in this book.
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Prologue
 A Sort of Homecoming

  DUREEYTTI LEFT ETHIOPIA in 1991 when she was nineteen years old and stayed in Nairobi for two years. In October 1993 she resettled in Melbourne and within nine months found casual work at a plastics factory in North Melbourne. Without relatives in Australia, Dureeytti has her roots in homeland Arsi, south-eastern Oromiya. She is proud to be Oromo and takes an active and public role among her community. After working and saving for two years, in 1995, eager to visit her place of origin and following much deliberation, she embarked upon a return journey back ‘home’. While aware of the risks, Dureeytti anticipated a time of reunion and cultural renewal, of ‘being home’—a rediscovery of her Oromo identity.

  She flew to Addis Ababa (Finfinnee), the capital of Ethiopia, via Asmara, Eritrea. As the aeroplane approached Asmara the many Eritreans on board stood, applauded and began singing together; these Eritreans were arriving ‘home’ to enjoy a liberated homeland. While they celebrated, Dureeytti was overcome by sadness and secretly wept with her head between her knees. Unlike them, she was not going ‘home’; rather, she was going to a place where her people continued to suffer, where she would have to hide her identity to avoid trouble. Unlike her ecstatic Eritrean co-travellers, Dureeytti was now going fearfully to a place where she could not speak her language without being regarded with suspicion. On board the aeroplane she was compelled to hide her feelings. Nothing had changed: the past and the present merged, as she once again felt ‘homeless’, in her own land.

  The connection of past and present is inextricable. This book explores the ways in which cultural identities of the past are articulated not only within but also with the present. The Oromo people in Melbourne, the subjects of the book, like Dureeytti, have experienced displacement from ‘home’ and are now busy forming their cultural identities in the present ‘exile’. The fragmentation and disruption of ‘home’ they face is neither new nor, in terms of scale, unprecedented: the condition of displacement has remained an ongoing experience for the colonised Oromo since the late nineteenth century, when Abyssinian Emperor Menelik II ruthlessly stamped his rule over them. They found themselves displaced—linguistically, culturally, economically and politically—within or on their own land.

  The word ‘home’ is highly evocative, carrying with it a strong sense of familiarity, safety, rest and acceptance, the primary site of the experience of belonging, if not the primary experience itself. For Dureeytti, ‘home’ may be said to exist in a virtual space between loss and recuperation, and constructed on the tension between two specific modalities: being home and not being home. It is the imaginary point in which here and there—where she now is and where she came from—are momentarily grounded. According to this quintessentially postmodernist cartography, ‘home’, in every sense of the phrase, is neither here nor there: it is both here and there—an amalgam, a performance.1

  My exploration of the problematic of ‘home’ among an Oromo exilic community has entailed participating in the very processes of performing ‘home’ that form the complex matrix of negotiation between the past and the present with which the book is concerned. My thesis is that the practice of language—here the Oromo language afaan Oromoo—is the primary means through which the present structures a particular past. Moreover, language is vital to the exilic transformation of Oromo identity—the rebuilding of ‘home’ in exile.

  Ostensibly a means of communication, for the exilic Oromo, language is, above all, a means of cultural articulation in which their very identity as Oromo is practised and thereby constituted as real. The following chapters explore the dynamic role of language in the processes of cultural formation. Specifically, they deal with the various forms of language—written, spoken and sung—and their ideological, linguistic, musical, literary and religious expressions.

  My contention is that Oromo identity is constituted as ‘real’ in the performance of both domestic and national rituals, in which language is active, transformational and functioning in many different ways. Drawing from the recently emerged interdisciplinary field of performance studies, the expression ‘performance’ features throughout the book. The term is inclusively used to convey that performativity is everywhere in life: from ordinary gestures, sports, politics, observances, celebrations, to ‘rites of passage’, and that for marginalised people such as Melbourne’s Oromo, performances are clandestinely tactical and highly skilled. Performances may be thought of as restored behaviour: re-presentations that can be rehearsed, repeated and, above all, recreated.2

  The concept of restored behaviour implies that performances are not simply reflections or expressions of culture but are themselves tactical agencies of change. In this way, performance takes on a reflexive character whereby the subject and direct object refer to the same thing. Performance represents ‘the eye by which culture sees itself and the drawing board on which creative actors sketch out what they believe to be more apt or interesting “designs for living”’. Like Erving Goffman’s ‘presentation of self in everyday life’, here it is argued that everyday life is framed and performed—but frequently the performer is likely to be unaware of his/her own performance.3

  The ‘web’ of performances I examine occur on another continent in a setting far removed from the homeland. In Oromiya, being Oromo was marked by extensive patterns of affinity which, like a ‘house’, provided a space in which to safely negotiate identities. In the context of exile—where previous affinities are severely fragmented—the house has been demolished. Throughout this book the metaphor of a home, which in afaan Oromoo equates with the term mana, refers to a safe place from which Oromo people are able to engage the world around them.

  The performance of ritual, while mirroring aspects of the past, involves innovation and transformation: the new context of performance, points not so much to cultural translation as to cultural formation. Approaching Oromo identity in Melbourne as cultural formation rather than translation suggests a series of alignments and lived conjunctions that do not represent a hidden real but are the real. They constitute the individual and collective reality of being Oromo in exile.

  Throughout, reference is made to a singular Oromo identity called Oromo cultural formation. The deliberate use of the singular is designed to denote a unity of identity common to all Oromo in exile. This should not be confused with an essentialised notion of unity premised upon the oppositional unity/difference. Rather, difference must be thought alongside of unity, or not at all. Cultural practices, while appearing disparate, have multiple differences that coexist with a unity—difference AND unity.

  In this respect, it is close to Stuart Hall’s concept of articulation, which refers to a subjectivity of practice whereby identity is defined by its ‘lived’ and ‘real’ effects. Hall understands articulation as the production of real identity on top of differences, of unities out of fragments. The dynamic process of living Oromo identity involves the linking of the many practices/rituals—ideological, cultural and discursive—that evoke and confirm who they are, to themselves and to outsiders. Via articulation, real effective structures of difference—which I call the structures of linking, voicing and living—are created and converge to constitute exilic Oromo cultural formation.

  Issues of marginality and power feature throughout this book. Perhaps predictably, then, the spatial metaphor of centre and margin also features—but not as a straightforward oppositional relation of power. Rather, the marginal and the central are considered part of the very same body—centre AND margin. The centre is the multi-layered past experienced as marginalisation within what is now problematically referred to as Ethiopia. This centre is the point from which the present cultural formation refers. Ironically, the formation from the margins is transforming the cultural map, whereby the marginal is now ‘becoming-central’—in the Deleuzean sense. As Dureeytti’s journey exemplifies, that which remains marginal and hidden at ‘home’ in Ethiopia is able to emerge as central in ‘exile’.

  One such transformation is evident in the story told to me by an Oromo friend regarding the visit to Australia in 1988 of the Ethiopian Foreign Minister to secure aid from the Australian government. An evening function, attended by a number of dignitaries, was held at Melbourne’s Hyatt Hotel. My friend, who attended the function in order to protest against the Minister, recounted the events of the evening: T went up to the Minister and I spoke to him in English. I said, “you are abusing the Oromo and the humanitarian aid you are receiving is being used for the military”. He replied, “speak to me in Amharic”, to which I responded, “I will not speak to you in Amharic, but in English”. He then told me that he would not continue to discuss this with me if it was not in the Amharic language.’

  The story, like Dureeytti’s journey, is typical of an encounter where past and present intersect with one another. The location, a five-star hotel in Melbourne, mitigated the dynamics of an encounter reflecting the historically violent struggle within Ethiopia between the Amhara centre and the Oromo margins. But the confrontation—in a scene unimaginable in Ethiopia—was not violent. The dignitary and the refugee did not even discuss politics. Rather, the Minister was linguistically challenged from the margins, and his attempt to reassert his dominance as the linguistic centre failed when the Oromo resisted and the meeting finished.

  The encounter was etched on the mind of my Oromo friend. Through this performance he confronted the linguistic centre in a manner that struck the core of Ethiopianism: he rejected linguistic assimilation and challenged the conditions of linguistic hegemony. The socially constructed matrix was transformed as he boldly asserted the terms of discourse—while in ‘exile’ and away from ‘home’.

  Upon this note, I return the reader back to the story of Dureeytti’s homecoming with which this prologue began. Feeling terribly sad, defeated and insecure, she stayed only two weeks in Arsi and retreated back to ‘exile’. Her illusions of ‘home’ as an unproblematic geographic location—her growing up place of coherence and familiarity—were undercut by the reality of oppression and struggle. She had planned a holiday in Bangkok on the way back to Australia, but cancelled the trip because she was too upset. Her journey meant confronting the unreality of her mythical constructions of ‘homeland’ and ‘return’—the anticipation, promise and shattering of illusion.

  Similarly, throughout the journey of exploring the transformative role of language among Melbourne’s Oromo community I have discovered that ‘home’ does not necessarily exist physically, but that the overriding desire to construct ‘home’ even away from ‘home’ is pervasive. The commitment of all Oromo people via the transformative role of language to creatively construct ‘home’ while away from ‘home’ is a process which this book both reflects and supports.4


  1

  
Millennial Conversations

  WE SAT THROUGH the night, each with our own stories to tell, detouring through the past as we moved into the future. For Fatuma Mume, the arrival of the year 2000 signalled the end of a tumultuous decade and the hope for a better future. In the early hours of the morning, while the others slept, we sat and listened to her story. Perhaps the meaning of the new millennium is a future period of peace and happiness. Insha Allah—if God wills it. We hoped so. Then it was sunrise, time to sleep.

  Fatuma Mume is twenty-seven years old and was born and raised in Hara maya—a small highland town in eastern Oromiya about thirty-five kilometres south of the large lowland town Dirree dhawaa. Since 1997, when she arrived in Australia, Fatuma has lived in the same Footscray neighbourhood as my family. Her cousin Mohammed lives on the Holland Park public housing estate in nearby Kensington, and sent her money when she was in Nairobi to help her travel to Australia.

  On New Year’s Eve 1999, as 6 p.m. approached, we—myself, my wife Rose and our four-year-old son Joseph—waited for her at the 402 bus stop on Leeds Street. Without cars, we agreed to meet and travel together to Semira’s and Ahmed’s Flemington house, where we would pass the night. The streets were frantic with last minute shopping before the close of business, and about twenty people waited for the 402 bus to arrive. Fatuma arrived wearing a pale blue diriya dress that elegantly complemented her dark complexion. She had rushed from home after a day’s work in the Broadmeadows factory where she assembles electrical goods; her eyes looked tired, but she was pleased to see us.

  The brown 402 bus—running to East Melbourne via Kensington, North Melbourne, the Royal Melbourne Hospital and Carlton—is among the most popular bus routes departing from Footscray. Locals refer to it as the ‘African Express’ because of the many women from the Horn of Africa, loaded with shopping, who populate the bus stops with their children and talk loudly up the front of the bus. It finally arrived and we boarded, purchasing our tickets and sitting at the rear.

  The bus was hot and crowded, with all the windows closed. Fatuma sat between Rose and me. ‘Are you tired after working all day in Broadmeadows’, Rose asked her. ‘No. I’m all right, it’s not bad’. That was a typical response from Fatuma. Of course she was tired after a hot day at work, but she refused to complain. It seemed that there was no room for complaint in her life.

  A frail elderly woman boarded the bus and one passenger assisted by lifting her heavy shopping trolley up the steps. Affectionately looking at the woman, Fatuma recalled to us a frightening experience: ‘I will never forget what happened after I had been in Australia for just two months. Every day I used to see an old lady, just like her, who lived by herself in our street . . . without any family. I think she was Australian [white Australian-born] . . . You might remember her, she used to walk down the street at the same time every morning with her shopping trolley . . . always wearing the same clothes and a green hat.’ We vaguely remembered the woman. Fatuma continued, ‘Well, she used to walk past my house and I could see her from the loungeroom window. We never spoke to each other and I didn’t know her name, but sometimes I would wave to her. She was a nice lady, with a kind face.’

  All of a sudden Fatuma looked sad. ‘About three days went by and I didn’t see her . . . I started to worry where she was. Anyway, the next day an ambulance came and took someone away. I decided to go to her flat and see if she was all right. I knocked on the door and a young woman opened it . . . I asked about the old lady . . . She told me that she had died.’ Fatuma looked frightened, shaking her head in bewilderment and speaking in a muffled tone so the other passengers could not hear. ‘. . . Her grandmother fell asleep on the couch and never woke up. I couldn’t believe it . . . that she could die without anyone knowing.’

  The story was finished. We were startled, not so much by the circumstances of the woman’s death as Fatuma’s anguished response to it. As she put it, ‘In Oromiya and in Kenya I had seen many people die, but I never heard of anyone dying alone like this. I was frightened after that. It scared me that she had been lying dead in that flat for three days before they found her body. For the next few weeks I felt depressed—I thought maybe this could happen to me—and from that day on I hated the loneliness and silence in this country.’ There was an irony manifest in her complaint. ‘I have money now and nice clothes, but I would rather be poor in Oromiya than die alone like that in Australia.’

  This frightening experience highlights how now, although ‘free’ in Australia, the Oromo encounter a new form of silencing. Certainly the conditions of liberty, compared with conditions in the Horn of Africa, make their personal advancement possible. But they also create anguish and divided loyalties as the dominant values of individualism, privacy and self-advancement in mainstream Australian society conflict with their longing for cohesion and community. To this extent, the post-concentration-camp experience of Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl shares common ground with Melbourne’s Oromo: while the immediate threats are now gone and people have some security and the possibility of personal advancement, many experience silence, isolation and a lack of meaning.1

  After a few stops Fatuma’s older cousin Mohammed appeared on the steps of the bus and sat up the front, not seeing us amidst the crowd. Fatuma saw him, but, playing with her watch strap, obviously did not want him to see us. When we reached Derby Street, Kensington, he stepped out and, with his characteristic nervous twitch, glanced at us. I motioned a gesture of greeting. Fatuma quickly hid her eyes with her left hand and turned away.

  Puzzled by their apparent estrangement, I inquired, ‘What’s the problem between you two?’ Fatuma looked uncomfortable but responded to my question in a combination of afaan Oromoo and English: ‘Mohammed has changed—how can I put it in English? . . . He doesn’t care about our struggle. You know he was a fighter [Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) guerilla] in the bush and was shot in the leg’, signalling her left thigh. ‘Well he suffered a lot . . . before he was funny but now he’s too serious and never smiles . . . just keeps to himself . . . walking around doing nothing.’ Looking more comfortable she jested, ‘He told me the other fighters couldn’t stand his laughter because the enemy always heard him—maybe that’s why he doesn’t laugh anymore’. The subject was dropped when we reached our stop, but she had not answered my question. The four of us stepped off the bus and walked down Stubbs Street to Semira’s and Ahmed’s house on Racecourse Road.

  Many of Melbourne’s Oromo, like Fatuma and her cousin Mohammed, have paid a high price for the Oromo liberation struggle. In many ways identifying with the struggle gives cohesion, not only to individuals but more generally to the Oromo community, for whom it is a unifying factor. Struggling is nothing new to the Oromo, who prior to the 1990s remained largely unknown beyond the Horn of Africa. Since the Abyssinian conquest of the vast Oromo land—known today as Oromiya—in the late nineteenth century, Oromo within the Ethiopian empire state—where they number more than half the estimated 55 million population—have remained politically, linguistically, economically and historically marginalised. Since the late 1970s, almost a century after their conquest, when the military dictator Mengistu Haile Mariam’s statewide campaign of terror was at its peak, and continuing with the present Tigrayan-dominated Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) regime, masses of Oromo have fled Ethiopia to neighbouring countries. By the year 2000 a substantial exilic population had emerged with chapters in various urban centres of North America, Europe, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Djibouti, Kenya, Sudan, Australia and New Zealand.

  Since 1980, the Oromo nationalist struggle for the liberation of Oromiya has grown into a mass movement in the Horn of Africa and among the exilic population. Central to the growth of nationalism has been the assertion of a primordial pan-Oromo national identity—Oromumma, ‘Oromoness’—which was given further impetus in 1991 when the civil war in Ethiopia reached a climax and the disintegration of the state of Ethiopia became a real possibility. There was an air of expectancy among the many Oromo exiles who thought liberation would immediately follow the downfall of Mengistu’s regime, which was infamously known as the Derg. Hopes for secession were high. Meanwhile, many Amhara and other Ethiopianists feared the disintegration of Ethiopia as the Eritreans were ready to grasp their long-awaited independence.

  For Melbourne’s Oromo the transitional period of 1991–94, like the stimulation of an amphetamine, was characterised by momentary feelings of euphoria followed by a deep, depressing low, as their people back home were again marginalised from the centres of power. Mengistu Haile Mariam was ousted in May 1991. Shortly after, the executive leaders of the vanguard Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) attended the London Conference to negotiate the terms of the four-year Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE), and then the July 1991 Peace and Democracy Conference in Addis Ababa that adopted the Transitional Charter of Ethiopia. Throughout the negotiating process the OLF was unable to deliver what many Oromo thought the leaders had promised. Finally, under the negotiated terms of the peace agreement the OLF leadership agreed to encamp their soldiers, after many years of fighting. Perhaps predictably, the agreement was violated and the OLF duped when the major rebel fighting force, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), quickly moved its forces into previously OLF-held areas of Oromiya. An outbreak of violent clashes between the two major parties followed. The OLF then went underground, and the leaders fled the country, boycotting the 1992 local and regional elections and undercutting the strength of the movement.2

  Immediately following the OLF withdrawal, Tigrayan-dominated TGE security forces, with the compliance of the TPLF-sponsored Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation (OPDO), commenced a systematic round-up of suspected supporters of the OLF and other opposition groups. In the years to follow, masses of Oromo civilians from all walks of life, both men and women, were imprisoned without charge or trial, tortured or extrajudicially killed. Many were held in secret detention centres whose existence is denied by the Ethiopian government; others simply disappeared. These events were reported by Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and other human rights monitors.

  These events were critical for all Oromo around the world and impacted profoundly upon the community in Melbourne. By all accounts, 1992 was the commencement of a period full of despondency and hostility marked by antipathy towards the OLF executive, who were accused of duplicity. The despondency was compounded throughout the 1990s as thousands of Oromo fled Ethiopia to neighbouring countries in the Horn of Africa. By the year 2000 at least eight hundred people had found their way to Melbourne.

  In July 1997 the committee of the Australian Oromo Community Association (AOCA) conducted a headcount of the Oromo population in Melbourne. The total number of adults and children living in the metropolitan area was 465—241 male and 224 female. By the year 2001 there were more than fifteen hundred. The community has a high proportion of children and over one hundred births have occurred in Melbourne since 1997. The large numbers of young children has direct implications for the provision of appropriate child-care, education, and health related services. The adults are looking to the future and regard education as very important for their children. But the school system is not working well for the children who have been traumatised by the refugee experience and arrive in Australia with no previous formal education or English language skills.

  The vast majority of Melbourne’s Oromo come from rural eastern and south-eastern Oromiya, specifically the Hararghe and Arsi areas—where resistance is strong and persecution widespread—and are of Sunni Muslim background. A smaller number derive from Wallaga, Jimma, Shoa, Wollo and Boorana, and are of Protestant, Orthodox Christian and Muslim backgrounds. However, whether Christians or Muslims, indigenous perspectives of the divine (waaqa) remain influential.

  This book primarily depicts the experiences of people from eastern Oromiya. There are numerous familial and social networks within the broader Oromo community in Melbourne and, in general, people tend to relate foremost to those with the same tribal affiliation—usually from their own town and rural area of Oromiya. As the study evolved it was the large network of over three hundred people mostly from eastern Oromiya who lived in and around the inner-western suburbs that were the most accessible and, consequently, the segment of the broader community with whom I most closely bonded. With the exception of a small number of professionals, they are vulnerably poor refugees and immigrants, mostly semi-skilled or unskilled workers with little or no formal education. Illiteracy or semi-illiteracy is high, especially among the women. With low levels of proficiency in English, and few marketable skills, many of them are unemployed, and those with jobs commonly work as cheap labour in difficult conditions: often factory hands, process workers, taxi drivers and cleaners. While a few have accumulated a small amount of capital and mortgaged houses, the majority live in privately rented flats or, like Semira and Ahmed, in government-subsidised rental properties in the poorer, traditionally working-class areas of west Melbourne that are now largely inhabited by immigrants.

  Basic is how you would describe Semira’s and Ahmed’s two-bedroom flat. All the walls are painted the standard thick cream public housing colour and adorned with familiar Oromo nationalist and Islamic religious icons. In the loungeroom is a large television, new sofa and matching chairs. But these were pushed aside as we sat on the floor. The adjoining kitchen has a gas stove, sink, refrigerator and small cupboard space. This is a conventional two-bedroom flat on the Debneys Park public housing estate in Flemington: a high-rise estate on the inner-western side of town consisting of four towering concrete buildings visible from any vantage point in Melbourne. Semira’s and Ahmed’s place is on the sixteenth floor with a panoramic view of the ships on Port Phillip Bay.

  Debneys Park was built in 1956. The tired brown concrete slabs with hundreds of little box windows are no doubt an eyesore to thousands of passing commuters as they leave the city travelling westbound on Racecourse Road and northbound on the monstrously close City Link Freeway. These flats are prefabricated boxes that fit together like Lego bricks, and over the past four decades have accommodated recent arrivals from all over the world.

  Although the 1980s artwork in the driveway reception area features Central American themes, one would be hard pressed to find many Chileans or El Salvadoreans living there. After 1995 large numbers of people from the Horn of Africa began moving into the area and are now the visible majority. Debneys Park with its nearby shops, community services and cafés—like other nearby housing estates in North Melbourne, Kensington, Ascot Vale and Footscray—is a microcosm of the Horn of Africa. Its residents form a cross-section of national/ethnic groups and clan affiliations including Somalis, Oromo, Amhara, Tigray, Gurage, Harari/Adaree, Afar and southern Sudanese peoples including Dinka, Nuer and Nuba. Eritreans also live in the area. In a hostile white-Australian-dominated society, these recently arrived ‘black Africans’ are socially and economically compelled to live side by side, often uncomfortably.

  I use the term ‘black Africans’ to denote the derogatory representation of these diverse peoples as an homogenous group by mainstream white Australians and the media. Unlike the more southerly Africans in Melbourne—such as Tanzanians, Kenyans and Ugandans—the vast majority of people from the Horn of Africa I know do not feel any affinity with pan-African identities. Indeed, the Oromo, Eritreans and Somalis are ignored by the Black/pan-Africanist movement, which often celebrates Ethiopianism. Instead, it is Islam which, to varying degrees, provides the point of connection between these groups. This is patently so during the Ramadan period.

  It was special to receive an invitation to break the fast at Semira’s and Ahmed’s flat during Ramadan, and even more so on New Year’s Eve. They are a generous couple and every visitor—mostly single Oromo people and recent arrivals—knows they will be made welcome and fed. Semira is a remarkable woman. Her warm personality and rounded smile are infectiously disarming and seem to create a refuge where people feel safe to speak. She always has a funny story to tell and was one of my most enthusiastic research participants.

  On New Year’s Eve her warm welcome was conveyed to us by the heavy smell of lubanota incense that filled the loungeroom, combined with the fresh green grass shoots she collected from the garden downstairs and scattered throughout her flat. The grass conveyed a message of life and fertility, an Oromo blessing as Semira described it: ‘May your life be prosperous and healthy like the green grass’. This was Semira’s blessing to us on New Year’s Eve. From the silence of the hostile metropolitan world we stepped into a fresh green oasis. Immediately we felt at peace, as if in the countryside.

  Sixteen of us crowded into the loungeroom and, as the Ramadan calendar prescribed, broke the fast in the name of Allah as the sun set at exactly 8.44 p.m. The radio blared prayers transmitted live from the Melbourne City Mosque. Shortly afterwards the men and women prayed in the bedroom one after the other. I do not follow Islam and did not pray, but that did not prevent me from partially fasting and participating in the feast.

  Following our meal, the eight women gathered in the kitchen talking and laughing, with the music of the popular Oromo singer Kemer Youssef blaring on the cassette player. Apart from Fatuma and Rose, the women had been together all afternoon baking cakes and savouries to prepare for the impending arrival of Caaltu’s baby, when she would be swamped with visitors to cater for. In the loungeroom, the men reclined against large pillows on the floor doing bircaa—a popular group activity among the eastern Oromo which involves chewing raw the green-leaf stimulant jima while sipping hot tea and drinking water or Coca-Cola. Each of us manipulated the dry jima with our fingers, carefully preparing the best leaves for consumption as we talked and chewed. Meanwhile, the two boys Joseph and Ibssa played together. Once in a while Fatuma would check if we needed any refreshments.

  Semira and Fatuma are close friends. You could speak of Semira—although only thirty-three years old—as a maternal figure for Fatuma, providing much-needed moral support. She knew Fatuma’s father and aunty in her home town Hara maya. They have fun together, and spent four days together in Sydney in 1999. But while very close, in no way are they exclusive; on the contrary, their mutual trust seems to provide a warmth and security that makes other women feel confident around them.

  At 11.00 p.m., Nuriya and her sister Zebeda arrived and joined the women in the kitchen. Finally, at 11.59 p.m. we all sat together in the loungeroom and counted down the millennium. As midnight struck nothing happened, no millennial breakdown, no Y2K bug—the electricity remained and so did the water. Ahmed laughed, ‘I filled my bath with water for no reason!’

  Semira prepared buna—the traditional coffee ritual popular in Ethiopia. She sat on a small stool in the middle of the room, surrounded by green grass shoots, popcorn, biscuits and sweets, frying the raw coffee beans over hot coals in a portable stove. The thick smoke of fried coffee beans and lubanota incense filled the room. As is customary, Semira wafted the delicious scent in our faces.

  Before drinking buna Ahmed led us in a simple Oromo blessing spoken in afaan Oromoo and finished in Arabic. We sat with our palms raised. Following each request we approvingly responded in Islamic fashion with aamiin (amen):

  


	  Yaa waaqa nagaya nugodhi

	God give us peace



	  Yaa waaqa nujabeeyssi

	God give us strength



	  Yaa waaqa nagayaa fii faayyaa nuukhenni

	God give us peace and health



	  Oromiyaa nagayaa,
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