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The imperial court of Ethiopia consisted Of roughly 
three groups in the nineteenth century; namely, the miikwa
lien' and mlisafent (high officials), the !iqawellt (learned clergy 
men) , and the sarall';t (the soldiers and alendanls in general). I 
The classification seems to have been based not on a single 
factor but on a mixture of elements pertaining to profession. 
education and birth. The difference between the miikwanellt 
and miisafent was negligibly slight , and the available sources 
of the time frequently merge them together. They arc in any 
case treated as a single social unit for the purposes of the 
present paper. Members of this group acted as military leaders, 
governors, judges, superintendcnts , councillors and cnvoys. 

The second group was composed of a section of the 
kallnat or c1crgy distingu ished ror its learning in ecdcsisatica l 
matters, law and tradition . The liqawent participatcd in some 
major COUf{ acti vities particularly in judicial affairs. [t was 
a common practice for the court to turn to this leur ned 
group for reference whenever difficult legal , religious or his
torical problems cropped up. The th ird social group was, 
however, nothing more than an adm iring audience at the 
court of justice. 

This paper attempts to survey the type and degree of 
cducati on normally acquired by the miikwallent. Education of 
the people who played significant roles in the political, mili
tary and administrative life of Ethiopia in the nineteenth 
century is one of the most lightly treated aspects of Ethio
pian history. It is 110t, of course, without reason. The material 
source on the subject is very scarce. The sca nty references to 
academic cducation which appear in t ravel books, chronicles 
and oral tradition usually refer to the church people. The 
makwanelll are often described as shrewd, intelligent, bri llia nt 

I. Giibra-Sellase, Alaqa. Tiirikii-ZiimiiJl Z ii-Dagmaw; A-Ie",'lek (Addis 
Abliba: 1959 E.e.), p.p 61, 66, 68, 104-5, and 169. 
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and so forth, but seldom are allusions made to their formal 
educational background. Among their multiple functions and 
prerogatives, these grand officials included the patronage of 
churches and monastries at least within their jurisdication; 
and, one cannot help wondering if they escaped educational 
influence of the church which traditionally sponsored formal 
educalion. 

Judgi ng from the accounts of oral tradition, it seems that 
it was a custom or even a fashion for the well-to-do to send 
their six or seven-year-old sons to the nearby church schools 
or employ tutors for them. 2 Two of the missionary teachers, 
Krapf and Isenberg, noticed this practice around 1840 in 
Sawa and briefly remarked in their journal as follows: " If 
a boy does not like instruction , he is punished by his parents 
- a custom in Abyssinia.") The children received rudimentary 
edlLcation which consisted of the alphabet, selected reading 
extracts from the Holy Scriptures , and the Psalms which 
was the most popular prayer book of Ethiopia :' The c0-
incidence of a resourceful teacher and intelligent pupils might 
also include a few more courses such as the Weddase-Mar
yam and a few isolated prayers. Much of the content of the 
courses was committed to memory, but no doubt fast reading 
was emphasized al the expense of comprehension and the 
art of writi ng. 

In most cases , the sons of the notables were hardly given 
the opportunity to continue with their study further than the 
readi ng of the Psalms. For some obscure reasons, the notable 
resnteds' avai lable higher education to their children. There 
were, of course, a few exceptions among them who were as learned 

2. The Moslems also sent their sans to the Mosque to learn the Koran 
in Arabic. Females in either religious group were not normally gh·en 
(onnal education although e:tceptions like Empress Taytu and WAy
z..'1 ro 5.\!hay-Wllrq Darge received deeper learning than many men in 
the Christian sector. 

J . C. W. Isenbcrs and J. L. Krapf. The /ollrnQ/s of (London: 1968). 
p. 86. 

4. /Md.; also KAbbadll Tlislimma, DoUazmac, Ya-Tarik /lfastaK'oso 
(Addis Ab:lba: 1962), p. 23. 

5. The origin of this resentment is not established. MosL informants, 
a!!'ong whom are some of the clergy, attribute it to a belief that 
hIgher learning was the soure of magic. But this altegation seems to 
be more relevant to the bias 3sainst the aTt of wrilins as we shall 
sec it later than to this particular prejudice. Others connect it with 
the sUlXrsti tion that panicipation of children in the M.:Ikfiilt or 
Zlkl..t might impro\·erish wealthy parents. 
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as the Iiqall'C'nt . One of such people was Diijjazmal! Wa lda
Gabr'cl of Tegray who has gone down in oral tradition as a 
master of ecclesiastical learning.6 But in general , the so ns 
of the mii kwanent arou nd the age of twelve to fourteen were 
diverted deliberately , and at times by circumstances, fro m 
the formal to Ihe informal and unlitrary training in such 
fields as horseraci ng, sports . military exercises and the obser
vation of etiquette. Thus. most of the leading political figures 
of Ihe nineteenth century were graduates of tbe primary 
church schools. 

Negus Sahla-Sellasc. 1813-47, went to one of the church 
schools at Salla-Dengay. Travelling to Ihe town in 1842, 
Rev. Krapf learnt about the school to which the sovereign 
wenl in his childhood : 

Before we reached the place , [ saw on the road a 
hi ll , on which I was told that the present King was 
educated and guarded by the Alaqa Woldab , (who 
is not to be confounded with the same name men
tioned before.) It is a pretty lillie square hill , on 
which his roya l highness had a beautiful view of the 
country around and on which many ideas and future 
schemes may have been raised and pl an ned in hi s 
mind.1 

The prince interrupted his education as the resu lt of the 
poli tical circumstances which ensued from the sudden death 
of his father in 1813. The elder brother and heir presumptive, 
Biikru , was at Miiraht>Cte at this time and was unable to 
reach Qundi due to the Galla revolt which immediately fol
lowed the death of the ruler. The llliik'l\"Ullell/, therefore. 
summoned Sahlii-Scllase from his monastic school and en
th roned him.' 

Sahla-Sellase gave his children at least as much educa
tion , and probably under more or less the same conditions . 
as he did receive. The British envoy, Major Harris, who 
visited Sawa in 1840-42 , gives us a brief account of the type 
of education given to the princes and the circumstances under 
which they were trained : 

6. Atmt, yti·Tal/a Tarik (t.E.S. Ms. 173, N.D.), fol io 60. 
7. Isenberg and Krapf, op. cit., p. 290. 
8. Atmt op. cit., folio 62; also Taddls1 Z5.wlllde, Yti-A bilO Ya·eqob 

Acctr Tarik (Addis Ababa: 1948 E.C.), p. 27. 
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They are trained to equestrian and war-like exercises. 
and to the use of the sh ield and spear; and are made 
to attend divine service, to fast, to repeat their pra
yers , and to persue the psalms at night. Their course 
of education differs little from that of other Abys
sinian youths , than whom they are even more under 
monkish influence. The study of the Gebiit.a Ha wariat 
or "table of tbe apostles," which comprises the seven 
epistles of Peter, John , James , and Jude, and the 
acquisition of the Psalter by heart, is followed by the 
persual of the Revelation, the epistles of S1. Paul,and 
the gospels-the histories of the Holy Virgin, of Saints 
George and Michael, Saint Tekl ii Haimanot , and 
completing the course. Few of Ihe priest-hood under
stand the art of writing. and all regard the exercise 
of the pen as sha meful and derogatory. The royal 
princes therefore stand little chance of instruction 
ill this branch of education , and their acquantance 
wilh the Abyssinian code of jurisprudence must 
depend also upon the erudition of thei r preceptors. 
The strictest discipline is en forced: disobedicnce is 
pun ished by bonds and corporal chastisement , whioh 
latter the king causes to be inflicted in his presence: 
and fully imbued with the conviction that 10 "spare 
the rod is 10 spoil the child:' His Majesty occasionally 
corrects the delinquent with his own hands.' 
It is thererore, highly probable that the SOIlS or the negus 

could at least read. One of them, Ras Darge, certai nly 
partook rcligious education in his youth, and one of hi s 
lIlterests in later life Jay in theological discussions with the 
cle ~gy and in the reading of the scriptures. 1O With regrad to 
their moral education, Major Harris' information is fairly 
well supported by a remark of chronicler Giibra-Sellase who 
s ta~cs that .lViiyziiro Bazzabe~ , the legal wm~ of the king 
~sslgned ~ .Sl rl to guard the young princes against their hear
IIlg of tTlfllng matters and uttering improper words. II 

Emperor Tewoderos, too , attended school in Ihe convent 
of Tak lii-Haymanot at Cankar somewhere between Gondar 

9-:-W. Co,,"valtis Harris. TIle Highlullds 0/ Ethiopia, 2nd Edi tion, JI 
(L ondo n: (844), pp. I' f. 

J O. From an interview with Kanl iba Dlista Mctckke: 84, on 22, 10, 
t965 in Addis Ababa. 

I I. Gabr!-Scllase. up. cit., p. 4\. 
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and Lake Tana, and '' In all probabili ty he recieved as much 
book·lea rning as could be provided for a young man around 
Gondar in those days."L 2 But it seems that he too aban· 
doned hi s studies due to the political situation of the period. 
We do not know precisely to what extent he made use of 
his academic learning th roughout the rest of his life , but he 
certainly made impressions with his biblical-learning on the 
foreigners who mel him.!) He also cornered the clergy, 
according to one of hi s chroniclers , in a debate which invol\'
ed religious questions. L4 He was probably interested in pro
viding his people with fo rmal education . He allowed foreign 
missionaries to teach in his dominion. He also encouraged 
teachers versus the non-teaching monks. t~ It should , however, 
be noted that he was so obsessed by the interest in technical 
skills that his atlitude towards acacdemic learning is hardly 
magnified. 

Practically nothing is known about the educational back
ground of hh~ successor to the throne, Ase Tiikla-Giyorgis. 
His reign is not wel1 studied. But the nex.t Emperor Yohannes 
TV, was well versed in ec1cesiastical learn ing. One chronicler 
compares his education to that of the church scholars.16 He 
descended from a longline of famil ies with a tradition of 
religious learning from which he seems to have inherited 11 0t 
only the tradition but also books. A biographer of N egus 
Mikael of Wallo records that Yohannes gave his godson, 
Mikael , the dawit which belonged to the families for centuries 
and which he inherited through Mikael Sehul, and that Negus 
Mikael prayed with it even during the biographers time. 11 

Again like in the case of Tewodros, material is lacking 
to establish with certainty the degree of his belief in and his 
attitude towards academic education. Hc was a zealous Chris-

12 . S. Rubenson, King 0/ Kings Tewodros of Ethiopia (Addis Ab.'iba : 
1966), pp. 28-29. 

13. Martin Flad, Henry A. Stern, lVanderinls among the Fa/ashas /11 
Abyssjllia (London: 1968), p. 60. 

14 . EDno Litmano (Ed.), Ya-Tewodros Tarik (Princeton: 19(2), pp. 21-28. 
15. C. Mondon-Vidaillet (Ed.), Ya-Dagmawi TeK"odros Balld AbCllnot 

Yamigall'Turik (Paris: 1891), pp. 21-28. 
16 . Annonymous, " Chronicle of Emperor Yohanncs IV, ,. (Ms. in the 

possession of the author, N. D.), folio 7. 
11. Haylli.-Maryam S§.rabiwon, "Yli.-Le'ul Ras Mikatl Tarik," A'emero, 

2 . 1. 1907 E. C. 
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tian and his awa) of 1818, demanding the conversion of 
Wallo Moslems to Christiantiy, was accompanied by th e 
assignment of the famous miimher Akala-Wiild to teach them. II 
Wc do not, however, know whether the activities of the 
mamher and his companions included ' literacy' or it was 
mere preaching of the Gospels. At least in the case of Negus 
Mikael , the change of faith included the acquisition of read
ing skill in Ethiopic. The late Aliiqa Lamma also tells us in 
his reminiscences that the educated were highly favoured by 
Yohannes in contrast to the illiterate. 19 One can, therefore, 
assume that many if not all aspired to acquire some learning 
in order to win the Imperial favour. 

From the practical point of view, the emperor seems to 
have occasionally read documents for himself without the 
aid of a secretary. Portal, the British envoy to his court 
preparcd an Amh aric translation of a document and presented 
it to the Emperor in 1887 after which he made the following 
statement: "His Majesty read over the translation himself, 
and then caused hi s interpreter to read aloud, he then turned 
to me and said, ' I can do nothing of all this.' "20 The fact 
that he ordered his interpreter when the need for louder 
reading came is an interesting phenomenon which was pro
bably characteristic to all the rulers and their high officia ls. 
rt was customary for the great dignitaries of the nineteenth 
century to employ scribes or secretaries not only to keep 
their correspondence but also to read aloud when necessary. 
At the Counci l of Doru-MUa in 1878 , Yohannes ordered 
so meone to read alooud both the original and the translation 
which came from the Patriarch of Alexandria.21 Menelik 
also demanded. of his officials in 188-89 to read to him article 
17 of the proposed treaty of Uccialli when reminded by an 
Ethiopian of the dangerous consequences that might follow 
from the signing of such a treaty.n Chronicler Giibra-Sellase, 
too, suggests the existence of the practice in the royal palace 
by using such a phrase as " ... the listner would be bored 
and the reader would get tired" if all that happened wal> 
recorded in the chronicle.13 

18. Gabra-SelJasc, op. cit., p. 93. 
19. MangeslU LAmma, M asehaja Tezula Zd· Altiqa LAmrrw HQylu 

Wiifdii·Tarik (Addis Ababa: 19!i9 E.C.), p. !i9. 
20. G. Portal, My Mission to Abyssinia (London : 1892), pp. ·In -58. 
21.' Gabm-Sellasc, op. cit., p. 88. 
22. AlmC, op. cit., folio 102. 
23. G:ibra-SeI1a.st, op. cit. , pp. 40 and 85. 
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The fact that the soveriegns and thei r officia ls employed 
people to read to them should not , nevertheless, be under
stood that they could not read. The practice could have 
possibly originated from the great sense of honour entertained 
by the grand d ignitaries. They were after all not to se rve 
but to be served according to the traditiona l co ncept of lord
ship. Furthermore , there was no reason why they shou ld 
revea l their weaknesses by stumbling over leHers, words or 
phrases infront of their subjects. The secretaries read leuers 
aloud on their behalf. preserved documents. and took down 
dicta lions. 

The miikwalfelll , of course , never learn t the art of writing. 
They did not even bother to learn their own signatures. 
Instead, they used seals. The only reference to an auempt 
to write, which the writer could so fa r come across was that 
of Emperor Menelik.14 The educational background of Menelik 
is one of the obscure aspects of his life. His chronicler tells 
us nothing more than the fact that he was brough t up away 
from the royal court at a place called Tamqe under a sirici 
supervision of a guardian.2s He was then taken to the north 
at about the age of twelve by Emperor Tewodros, but it is 
hard to say whether or not the sovereign helped him allain 
any formal education. Yet. from all indications Menelik 
could read. In a couple of instances, he is credited by his 
chronicler for investigating criminal cases by prudently exa
mining, comparing and cont rasting lelleTs inscribed on parch
ments and seals.16 The first Italian consul to Ethiopia, Salim
beni, also records that the emperor read his translation of a 
document in 1890 and admired the consuls ca legraphyY 
Finally, a volume, consisting of the Psalms and a collection 
of prayers, which exists in the manuscript section of the 
Institute of Ethiopian Studies, bears indications that it was 
used by Menelik .21 

A more interesting phenomenon in Menelik's hi story of 
education is, however. the fact that he attempted to write 
with his own hands. In the rainy season of 1878, he allegedly 
devised a new Amharic alphabet . The motive and purpose of 

24 . Ibid., p. 94. 
25 . Ibid., p. 42. 
26. Ibid., pp. 62 and 299-300. 
27 . Carlo Zaghi (Ed.), CTispi e Menefich (Torino: 1956), pp.23940. 
28. I am graterul to Dr. KenaB-Regbil for bringina: to my attention the 

existence or this manuscript. 
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the device are not clear. The new alphabet was composed of 
similar characters to those of the conventjonal Ethiopian 
alphabet; and one can assume, among a bost of other possi
bilities that the king , if not trying simply to learn to write. 
indeed devised a code intended to serve for secret corres
pondence. In fact , the editor of Menelik's chronicle M. de 
Coppet attri butes the new device to Diijazmac Ma~a~a Wiirq~, 
an educated notable who played an active role in the relations 
betwcen Yohannes and Menelik .29 

Whatever the purpose of Menelik's new alphabet was, 
the fact that the chron icler attributes the very writing of it 
to his master stands out as an intriguing historical problem. 
The art of writing was regarded as a degraded and evil ski ll 
not only by the miikwanenr but also by the clergy who were 
the source of whatever formal education existed . ' Literacy' 
in most cases, therefore , meant attai ning the skill of reading 
on ly. Otherwise, the term could not, in its usual definition 
of "ability to read and write," be applied to the tradi tional 
Ethiopian society. Curious though it may seem, only a neglig
ible proportion of the ' literati' could write im the ninetcenth 
century. Referring to the last quarter of tbe century, His 
Highness Ras nfar; described in one of His speeches of 
1925 the magnitude of the problem with which the people 
were faced when desiring to communicate through letters 
simply because those who cou ld wri te were rare.JO 

The absence of the practice of writing among the mdk
wanenl coupled with the custom of making secretaries rcad 
aloud on their behalf, gave the impression to many foreign 
travellers that the Ethiopian notalbes were wholly ilIitcrate. 
Contrary to the consistent information obtainable from oral 
tradition, fo r example, Portal alleges that Ras Alula could 
neither rcad nor write. l l Peace went fu rther and extended the 
allegation to the whole aritsocratic class.n Tbe French tra
veller Vanderheym, on the other hand , avoids. such a sweep
ing generalization by stating that the grand officials employed 
secretaries mainly to write for them.ll 

29. Maurice de Coppet (Ed.), Chronlqut du Rigne lit MIMUk If Roi 
dt s Rois D'Ethioplt (Paris: t932), p. 1$8 rn. 7. 

30 . Frl Kallal tr' Zii-Qadtlmowi HQYla-St flosi (Addis Abliba : 1943 E.C.), 
p. I l 

31 . Portal , op. cit .. p. 221. 
32 . A. B. Pease, Trove! olld Spart In A/ rita, III (London : 19(2), p. 9. 
33. J. G. Vandcrheym, Ulle Exptdition QVt(. Ie Ntgol/S MtlleJik (Pari,: 

1986), pp. 120 r. 
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The origin fo r the hatred of the art of wntlDg is one of 
the enigmatic problems in the cultural history of Ethiopia. 
According to His Excellency Blauc,r-Gera Mahtiimii-Sellase, 
the traditional society tended to admire soldiery as a profes
sion in contrast to high academic learning, and that bravery 
and patriotism were among the most desi rable qualities to 
the attainment of which one always aspired. loi Oral tradition 
on the other hand consistently attributes its origin to the 
belief that he who could write was likely to copy an AlI'da
Nagas, or a book of magic, and that as a source of such 
a tendency, writin g came to be regarded with contempt be
cause of its association with magic.H Whatever explanations 
are forwarded , the origin of the bias against the art of writ
ing was probably connected with the general socia l prejudice 
against manual work. Menelik was probably right in includ
ing it in the list of social biases in his proclamation of 
Ja nuary 1908 which demanded social respect fo r manual 
labour.36 

Emperor Menelik was perhaps the most advanced Ethio
pian monarch of the nineteenth century regarding innovations 
and attempts to break down some of the detrimental social 
customs. All foreigners who met him describe invariably his 
great interest in new things.37 His enthusiasm undoubtedly 
extended to academic education in its wider sense. He be
friended foreign educated Ethiopians; he also sent abroad a 
few students among wbom was his own cousin, Gugsa Darge. 
Finally, be opened a modern school in 1906-7 at the capital 
and obliged the sons of the notables to enroll ill it.) ~ In 
view of this, it is not surprising to read Rosen's remark of 
1905 tbat writing was one of the major courses in the palace 
(a precursor to Menelik Scbool) wbich was attended mainly 
by the pages.39 

34. Mahtiiml-Sellase Waldl·Miisql!.l. Bal&mb!iras, Ztkra Nagar (AddiS 
Ababa: 1942 E. C.), p. 616. 

35. ThiS story is popular among many informants inc1udins members 
of the clergy. But it is dilfteult to test the validy of such an 
allegation. 

36 . Mahtam!l-Sellast, op. elt., pp. 432-33. 
37. E. G. see Richard Pankhurs t, uonomic History of Ethiopia, 1800-

1935, (Addis Ababa; 1968), p. 20. 
38. F,i Kanaftr, op. cit., p. 31. 
39. P. Felix Rosen, £int Dtutscht TtSQlldll chaft in A~ssinftll (Leipzig : 

19(7), p. 267. 
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To conclude this brier surveyor the education or the 
ruling class in the nineteenth century, it can sarely be genera
lized that certain aspects or rormal education , particularly 
reading or prayers, were popular among the miikwanent while 
other aspects suffered cultural biases. Most or the soverigns 
and their miik\mnent could read their prayers and leiters, 
but they leaned so heavily on secretaries for their corres
pondence that it may not be a mistake to rerer to them as 
a class or semi-dern i-literates. The reason ror their disinteres
tedness in higher academic education may be attribued to 
thei r socio-cultural background. The ract that whatever aca
demic learning existed in Ethiopia was or a religious character 
can nonetheless share the blame. Furthermore" the clergy, 
though orten respected ror their proression, were always 
regraded by the upper class as an embodiment or cowardice 
and cunning , a prejudice which was hardly an asset in a 
country where bravery was venerated. There was, thererore, 
no reason ror anyone or the mlikwanent to join the clergy in 
high learning. The majority or the clergy themselves enter
tained bad supersittions against the skill or wridng , and the 
miikll'allent could not escape their influence. The paradox 
was nevertheless outstanding: higher leraning was not greatly 
appreciated, and yet scholars were sought ror their legal, 
historical and religious knowledge; Western education was 
looked upon with suspicion , and yet foreign educated Ethio
pians were constantly employed in communicating with the 
outside world ; writing was regraded with contempt , and yet 
writers were always needed in the compositio.ns or letters 
and amulets and in the copying of the Holy scriptures. 
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