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THE ENTOTO SPEECH ON CHURCH SCHOOL. TRAINING 

Halle Gabriel Dagne 

The speech reprinted below was addressed to the .congregation of St. Mary's 
Church, Entoto, perhaps on the occasion of game important Chu~ch festival. From 
Internal evidence it appears that the date of the speech was some time durIng 
the reign of the Emperor Menellk, most probably before the year 1902' E.C. 
(roughly, 1910 in the Gregorian calendar), when Menellk became a permanent 

. invalid. The fact that the speech was committed to writing and preserved In one 
of the great parchment manuscripts of the church l suggests that the speaker 
was an important offiCial of Church and Government. He was, most probably, 
the Dean of St. Mary's ChtJrch, Malaka Siihay Afawork Esdros2, who also held 
the newly-created post of "Minister of Religion". In this position, which had been 
established by the regulatiol1 of 1900 E.C., he was responsible for "National 
Schools"'} 

The background to the speech Is Menelik's effort to revive the Church 
(with Its traditional school system) and his attempt to centralise and strengthen 
the feudalistic social order. Wih the~e aims in mind MeneJik issued a number _ 
of proclamations (Awadj), of which the two referred to below have a bearing 
upon the content of this address. 

The Awadj of 2.4.1.1900 E.C.4 made school attendance obligatory for all 
children (girls as well as boys) from the age of six upwards. In the proclamatjon 
Menelik 'promised that the Government would provide teachers and schools, but 
made it clear that it was the parents' responsibility to assist and encourage their 
children to attend. If parents failed to support the training of th61r children, it 
was the state and not their children who would inherit their possessions. 

In anot~er proclamation, that of 17.10.1900 E.C., "This is the proclamation 
given to the churches",s Menelik Ordered the clergy (Art. 9) to support the train­
ing of youth. School children were to receive free food from the "mahfiiu" of the 
church as well as t.askar" without any obligation to serve an official in return.6 

The original text of the speech is fo!lowed by an English translation:-

"'l~tlll . ' lit I ~~ , (.hll~V~ , A~1 I I\'I"T ' .hltAt.': f (am • liD") , 
"'It I f,1..~iD" I "itA: (1lc'l- : ItJC1: ' ..,.~ .... ) : (1lt;1.,.9" J ftif.ou:,. I It1iA 
"'IT : 1l'lf..M : A)fl-v-'l : fl'P;t-'fv- : 1t:J'Il..,.r~ I AqC;J'fV- 2 hilT 
arh-) , ()f1lff, I f7i~ltTIr : ?For: 1l~ : "f,f..ltr) • (A.11J~V- I fotro.(" : 
hCll+.,'l I 4 , hlf~ I v-trr , "".,..,.., I I\OU"ltfT : f,LA;JA) I (.eo : 
outr). : hA""P'f~9" , ro1'1l-1 I hf,f..trlJO , "'/\ I ~iD") , (~"''I'' = ,,1:1. I 

fO?.(a~1 ' llt- : ~ lit 'fv- : f,o , v-tr : t}01 : SP~1:'l : 1"I'I'+m- = 1t.,..1 ' 
I"Ic:"'m- t 7ill , 1io t 1IC I "f(am- : Ot-c'l- : h1~.ei'fh~ : "'1\~1 f LCIl • 
O:"Ao t f07.tj:'"1"/\:" : 'h1~.e:r"l1..m- : 7iAort-f:1 ' b(af1}4 I fllt.e : "'I1..;J:fm- • 
ft"'lC : ~fD"' , 'h1:{ I m11:D7:fiD" I "0IJ~:r(l)- I v-1f : -fl:f1C I f,1...P'~A I 111... 
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m· , hf.~I\"') J (f.1.I I t)(}.~ I U-/r I fODI1)tlJ" I h7i.'jf9" I h'l-,) I.e I boo')1' , 
hflJ,)~ f ~m-) I "':( r hlltJ : "f.!'I\t? I f'I-ml\~m-) s (f'l')+DIJ I t\~'T I 

.t-9"l.t1J" , 0. ')~ I l4,)rff.'I I "1:1. : 9"') = q~t"'I\:f~) J 111\1\,., : fl.1tf- : 
bODlj'C , '00')- : A~,) : hll+,.,l!' I ~, I "7ID-IIIT 1 ·f.~"A : -Of .. I (A)!!J!"f 
v-') " h.ll+9"~: ilIA J "l\9"«;~"l\lI" II ft{\ : 1\1.H.m- I fl.mm-':" , f.OD~/.\) : 
(~I\ , '?, , h"7c : hm.,.:" , fiA.p I !.ill ffl~A ., hO-')tp : Al4:fu- J f."7C : 
111\ifo- • 1111-}- : 0<1«; J ~fA ' "')~f.ml1:PA' , f.1i') , 1\9"1 : f.1\C;1A) : 
1l"~v- I (AClifo' '· /lf«;A I ~I\ I "l1 : A;fifv- : +9"1: : foot.,:,,"fv- I 

<1-oC ~ fl.+C i 11"11 I qtl : fl.f1~ I OD'<1F-I:,)tJP I M~1r , :"ODC~I\ 
'fo- II f.tJ I f~1Ct.\'fv- : tJcit- : ",(VI- I fI\O-l-tJP) I (ht1J"'f':"TV- I ht»-C;: 
'fo:- f OAfI'fo- ' hilft·l-) I (fOlJ..fm-.p s IA~C;,) I l\Lml , """lHJ,llth.C I 

fOlJ.tUt»- J ~1C I fl\lJD«; If' "<1H.-l-~ : IPfCf9" t bA:q:tp , llOYA~ , OfA~ 
~tfu- I ~*l''} I ~*lC I :t-"t:'CCl'flJo " ,,~,., I '>,)C I :t--o~'f". :1 

I 

"This is how matters stand: Abraham offered up his son's life him8~lf; 
he did not sa'y that someone else ought to put him to death, but rose up to 
slay him himself. And yet you will not even take It upon yourselves to send your 
children to school so that they may enjoy the position in life and the other 
rewards that come with learning. Observe: It Is not merely ~ecause I-Ils Majesty 
has appointed offfcials to ruie over you that, you occupy subordinate positions; 
even 'If there were no more than four Christians with an ambition to govern. 
they would all think it their right to rule over you, for. they say, you are ignorant 
folk, 'people of a different order of being from themselves. Now you can see 
what the Empress Is doing: she has given lands to all the clergy, she has built 
them houses, given them thousands of thalers, provided them with horses and 

_ mules so that they need not carry their provisions, and seen to it that they should 
not lack someone to grind their corn for t96m. And these rewards she has given. 
not because she looks upon the clergy as kinsfolk who might rally to her aid In 
time of difficulty, bot simply because they are men of learning. 

All these clerics, too, are incomers, people from Gojjam, Gondar, Mallze 
and other places, who do not belong to these parts. What, then, would Their 
Majesties have done for your children, if only you children had been as well 
educated? . 

It Is better to educate a -child tor a year and thereby make Aim free than 
to let him 'live his whole life as an underling. For this ·reason. I beg you, let yoUr 
children go to school. KOSS01 is bitter at the moment of drinking, but afterwards 
It gives greater pleasure than honey and milk. At this moment, because I have 
told you to send your children to school, your hearts are heavy and you mutter. 
"Why do you tell us to do this? Our children will not be able to tend our cattle, 
sheep and goats." But afterwards, when your child has become a lear/led man 
and the taxes on your land are reduced and you acquire money and slaves, 
you will bless the Government and me. What I have said to you Is true. Take 
heed of what I have said 'and ponder these things. For nothIng Is impossible 
to God, Who created thought and knowledge. May Our Lady Mary mediate for 
us with Her Son and make you mindful of these good things. May She make you'" 
ready for worthy deeds." 

The text throws some light on the motives underlying formal education in 
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the hierarchical society of Christian Ethiopian. As it clearly implies, the attraction 
for those who attend the higher stages of the Church schools Is nor primarily 
the religious and aSyetlc ideals of the Church, which preaches the emptiness of 
worldly rank and possessions - though the asceticism of the monks Is rather 
more rigorous than that of the samonaoa or altar priests. Tbough the content 
of his education Is religion, the Church school student is motivated not 80 much 
by otherworldly cons'ideratlons as by the chances of promotion in the elaborate 
hierarchy of the Church. Once admitted to this hierarchy, he will receive promo­
ion in rank and corresponding rewards from the Emperor and his landlords (in 
our text , from Itege Taytu). The members of this traditional elite are known 
as dabtara. here understood as ' learned ones', regardless of whether they are 
ordained or not, "Because they are learned" (Blmaru naw lnjil, the dabtiira, like 
other members of the hierarchy, enjoy a position of privilege vis-a-vis the peasants. 
They are eligible for awards of land, cattle, servants, slaves and money accord­
ing to their rank. Those who enjoy this privileged status are referred to in the 
text as "free" (nasa), while ·the unlettered peasant is said to be "dominated by 
others for ever". Here freedom, such as the learned enjoy, means freedom from 
the manual labour which is th~ lot of the peasant, Formal training In the Church 
schools, according to our text, is the road to freedom from domination by the 
privileged; through ooucation the underprivileged can rise to become members 
of the privileged class themselves. Here we seen one of the most Significant 
functions of formal training, the keeping open of vertical social mobility As Dr. J. 
Markakls puts It, "Ethiopian society was stratified, The principle of stratification, 
however, was neither birth nor wealth, but appointment to the hierarchy that 
ruled .the state under the Emperor. With appointment came titles, control over 
large areas of land, SOCial status and power."9 The ambition to rise to a higher 
rank through achievement in the Church schools was a strong motive for many. 
and in order to realise ' their ambitions they put up with long years of hardship 
as wandering students. It might be noted, In passing, that some still do. This 
hierarchical order which gives so much weight to achievement looks positively 
dynamic when compared to the static caste system of, say. Indian villages. Even 
compared to post-mediaeval Europe, where education was mora or (ess restricted 
to the children of the privileged classes, the a ltude revealed by the text is a 
dynamic one - or, at least. a potentially dynamic one. It was In this spirit that 
the speaker appealed to the peasants of his congregation to send their children 
to school and train them. The peasants of his congregation, however, like the 
peasants of today, saw little Immediate value in Ghurch school training. They 
were more Interested In keeping their children at home as labour than In the 
prospect of future rank and wealth, - If, Indeed, they were able to corycelve of 
such things. Thus the Church schools were usually atte.nded, by no mbre than 
a small fraction of the school-age population, 

f. Until 1963 the original of this text was In the hands of the oe'sa CAbliz of St. Mary's Church, 
Entoto. 

2. The transliteratIon employed In this artIcle Is that suggested by Stephen Wright, Journal of 
E1hloplan Studies, vol. ii, No.1, pp. 1 . 10, Addis Abeba, 1964. 

3, See Maheme Selisssle W. Meskel, Zekrll NAg!r, AddIs Abeba p. 523; "Y haymanotna 
YAtmhert minIster Damb", 
Art. t. 

i J f'l~",t;"+, ~1C I 1(}-1 J PI,. I ~nr , "Cl\:fm- : f'l,f."'IIj":t- , 1\ft:J' s 

'iT" Ie 

I i f'lf,fZ7cr:r-, otUl-f:C ' flfl-,)C; f 000')..,1"':" I ootthA r ~1J"C;l\t; J 

-t{l~')'" , ~1tJA • 
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f I 'Pr; = JPt..". I fet+ = hCh-tI'}t; I f4:(a~ : tnll4! I ~(J)' " 

. § i 11C: ,l"9"lJCT f 0.-f1--1 J .e.mll.4'A " . 
~ - fm.'I': D'J.tiH:C I ~lJ;CPA I f~l1'f: ; rl·rlJc:'· I ntttlil"'9"'~ , 

(l:t' I ~Ir It 

4 This text is know to me in the Italian trenslation of l de Cestro, Nella Terra 0.1 Negus, 
Milano, 1915 p. 142 vol. II. It reads as follows: 
Bando emanato nel Marceto dl Addls·Ababa 1 Sabato 5 Ottobre 1907 (24 Mascarem 1900) aa 
Menellk " Imperatore O'Ethiople. 
Flnore ere detto che chlunque eaercltevll una professlone era un uomo dlspregevole, e per questo 
nessuno sle 1I data la pens dl studiera e dl educersj: perslstando uno stato dl cose cosl 
dannoso, Ie chlese potrenno essare chluse B non sueslster8 plil alcun cristiano. Negll altrl paesl 
non solo 81 Impsra ognl cosa. me 81 Inventano cose nuove. Oulndl de oggl tutti I bambini, 
sle maschi che femmlne dopo I sal annl dovranno e9gere condottl alia scuola. 
Awerto quella famlglle che non sl prendono cura dl fare educare i loro 'flgfi, che alia morte 
.del genltori la loro eredlta anzichll endare a favore dl essi. passel'll a beneflcio dell'erarlo. 
II mlo governo prowe e· per if mantenimento delle scuole 0 degll In8egnantl. 

5. Mahteme Seilassle W .. ¥eskel. Zekrll Nagar, Addis Abeba 1942 E.C. It reads : 

"m"~ : 
0+cPt6 J 0.:, .. I 1ft : fD'J.cPtC : -f-d'/6 : ~f+cPtl : Ml.+ : hCiltf1 • 

11NJlltIA : ~'):E- : ~if.fD : JPt. J "ttlArPt.fj" : +1lfr> : oPnLA-rt; I +1fltc I 

hf,hAhA sf "A:" , ~1"cPtt : 0':'" • ftD'J.D?C I 1A1h .... } 1 ."ftfr1 I hJ!'C1o : 
oPilm~' : ~lD" II h'):( : .e.lJ~1 ' D?1:I.:'I I-fOlJ.D?C : m~f I 0...,. : h~lltn ' 
f,1f.? r 0Tf1\:ta : ia>- : 1;.""')9" ~ 
6. Compare al80 the attempt of His Highness Ras Tafarl Makonnen to use the Church school fur 

hh~ general literacy programme through his proclamation of 11 .2.1921 E.C. Cf. zekrl Nlglt, p. 903. 
7. Kosso: a violent purgative. the taking of which IS a regular and ritual event. The taker acquIres 

privilege through suffering: hE! may demand special dishes and delicacies from relatives and 
superiors. He may also earn a temporary freedom (I.e. freedom trom toil) and take a day, off 
work. 

s. ct. the Treaties of R~. Kassa Hallu In Fenoti Aemero, Addis Ababa. 1952 E.C. 
9. John Markakis. An Interpretation of Political Tradition In EthIopia, p. 10. (A paper prepared for 

the Interdisciplinary Seminar of the Faculties of Arts and Education, H.S.I.U .• 1967. mlmeo· 
graphed.) 
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