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Socio-cultural features, Special Ceremonies and Economic
Activities of the Gumuz Community

A Gumuz of the Mandura Woreda share many common so-
cio-cultural features with their ethnic groups.  Their basic so-
cio-cultural features are Marriage arrangement, Menstruation 
and delivery custom, food custom and dressing style. They also 
celebrated the special ceremony called a memorial feast for 
the dead whom they call it Kemasa. Besides it, the ceremonial 
events such as the founding of the true cross, funeral and initi-
ation ceremonies for girls at the first menstruation and for boys 
at a time of big hunt or killing of an enemy play a significant role 
of the Gumuz community’s social life. In the Mandura woreda, 
the most important economic activity of the Gumuz Population 
was shifting cultivation.  Hunting, gathering, small scale fishing, 
handcrafts, beekeeping and limited animal husbandry were the 
supplementary economic activity of them.
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 Introduction 

 Mandura Woreda is part of Metekel Zone, 

Northwest Ethiopia and bordering Amahara re-

gion in the East, Dabati in the East West, Bulen 

and Dagur Woreda in the West. The central town 

of the woreda is Gilgel Beles. The Woreda has 

sixteen kebeles and one hundred eleven vil-

lages. It is inhabited by three ethnic groups: 

Gumuz, Agaw and Amhara.1 Of all, Gumuz peo-

ple are the native and originally occupied of the 

Woreda.2 The Gumuz people of the district 

called their members Begga(meaning our peo-

ple).3 Their language is one of the least known 

Ethiopian languages. They speak the language 

belongs to the Nilo-Saharan family.4 And, their 

language has different dialects due to the influ-

ences from their neighboring peoples. Gumuz 

language has dialects namely Dekoka, Dewiha, 

Disha, Ganza, Gombo, Kukwaya, Modea, Sai 

and Sese.5 

A Gumuz as a single group share many common 

socio-cultural features with other ethnic groups 

that settled in the Mandura Woreda. However, 

there are some distinct socio-cultural values 

which are commonly practiced only by their 

groups. The basic socio-cultural features of 

Gumuz communities in the Mandura Woreda are 

Marriage arrangement, Menstruation and deliv-

ery custom, food custom and dressing style.6 

They also celebrated the special ceremony 

called Ta’zkar(a Memorial feast for the dead) 

which they call it Kemasa. Besides Kemasa, the 

ceremonial events such as Dirtusa, is known as 

Ma’skal (the founding of the true cross), Funeral 

and initiation ceremonies for girls at the first 

menstruation and for boys at a time of big hunt 

or killing of an enemy play a significant role in 

Mandura Gumuz communities social life.7 

 
 1Kalkidan Bekele, “Cultural Practices that affected the status of Women in Benishangul Gumuz Mandura 
Woreda.”(M.A Thesis in Gender Studies, Addis Ababa University, 2007), P.35 

 2Informants: Kidane Bädeme, Sanebet Seraw, Geitsa Gander 

 3Wold Sellassie Abute, Gumuz and Highland Resettlers: Differing Strategies of Livelihood and Ethnic 

Relations in Mätäkäl, North western Ethiopia. Institute of Ethnology (Gottingen: Gottingen University 
Press,2002), 

P.223. 

 4Aster Zewdie, “Gumuz Phonology.” The Ethiopian Languages Academy, (Department of Linguistics; 

Unpublished Manuscript, 1983), P.1; Lionel M.Bender, “Nilo-Saharan.” Proceeding Nilo-Saharan Lin-
guistics Colloquium, (Dordecht-Holland,1980),P.253;Abdussamad H. Ahmed, “The Gumuz of the Low-

lands of Western Gojjam: The Frontier in History 1900-1935” Africa Revita Trimestrale Di Docmente-

dazione dell Instituo Italino PerAfrica ei’oriento, Anno. 50, No.1, Institio Italino Per eI’oriente(ISIAO) 

(1995),P.53. 
 5Taressa Qanno, “The Ministry of Norwegian Missionary Society among the Gumuz Tribe of Western 

Ethiopia.” (M.A. Thesis in Theology,2011),P.7. 

Their main economic activity is shifting cultiva-

tion, locally known as Malaya. The word Malaya 

means work. Agricultural activities are mainly 

based on human labor without age and sex dif-

ferences through the use of hoe.8 Hunting, gath-

ering, limited animal husbandry, beekeeping and 

small scale fishing are the most important forms 

of supplementary economic activities.9 Hunting 

and gathering are traditionally part of the liveli-

hood system of the indigenous communities in 

the Mandura area.10 

 Methodology 

The aim of study focused on surveying the socio-

cultural features, special Ceremonies and eco-

nomic activities of the Gumuz Community of 

Mandura Woreda, Metekel zone of Northwest 

Ethiopia. To achieve the objectives of the study, 

qualitative research method was used. The 

method is helpful in obtaining a closer investiga-

tion and it is appropriate in order to listen to what 

people have to say about their real lives. 

 Data Gathering Techniques 

In this study, the primary and secondary sources 

were employed by the different data gathering 

techniques. The data collection instruments are 

discussed below.  

 Observations 

A personal observation was observed the day to 

day life of the Gumuz of Mandura Woreda that 

involved in socio-cultural practices such as mar-

riage arrangement, menstruation and delivery 

custom, food custom and dressing style. The re-

searcher participated in the wedding ceremony, 

Mesekel (finding of true cross) celebration, burial 

ceremony and initiation ceremonies for girls at 

the first menstruation and for boys at a time of 

big hunt or killing of an enemy. These observed 

facts was further investigated and consolidated 

 6Wendy James ,“Life Lines: Exchange among the Gumuz,” In Donald D. and W. James Eds. The South-
ern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia (London: Cambridge University Press, 1986), P.130;Informants: Ci-

lege 

Gander, Wude Qudie, Yashi Libet 

 7 Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Wubie Beyene, Mekonnen Guki; Berihun Mebrate,“Spontaneous Settle-
ment and Inter-Ethnic Relations in Mätäkäl, North- West Ethiopia,” (M.A. Thesis in Social Anthropol-

ogy, Addis Ababa University, 1996), P.82. 

 8Berihun Mebrate, “The Gumuz : Are they Shifting Cultivators?,” Proceeding of the Sixteenth Interna-

tional 
Conference of Ethiopian Studies (Norway:Trondheim,2009), P.351. 

 9Dessalegn Rahmato, “Some Notes on Settlement and Resettlement in Metekel Awrajja (Gojjam Prov-

inces),” 

Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of Ethiopian Studies, Vol.1 ( Moscow, 1988), P.129. 
 10Informants: Wake Gander, Bukesse Banjja. 
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through unstructured interview, focus group dis-

cussions and crosschecked with written sources 

about the socio-cultural features, special cere-

monies and economic activity of the Gumuz of 

Mandura Woreda.  

Key informant interviews 

Unstructured interviews were conducted with 

key informants to get detailed information about 

socio-cultural practices, special ceremonies and 

economic activities of Gumuz people in the Man-

dura Woreda. Concerning about the women’s 

reproductive health related issues, menstruation 

and delivery custom, an interview was con-

ducted with aged Gumuz females and a nurse 

who work in a clinic in the woreda. The issues of 

socio-cultural practices, special ceremonies and 

economic activity of the Gumuz people made in 

depth interview from the Mandura woreda Cul-

tural-tourism office and Agricultural office and 

Rural Development representatives. 

Focus Group Discussions 

It is one of anthropological methods of data col-

lection that is ‘appropriate for identifying group 

norms, eliciting opinions about group norms and 

discovering variety within a population’.11 The 

main purpose of focus group discussion is to 

gain insights and understanding about the socio-

cultural practices, special ceremonies and eco-

nomic activity of the Gumuz of the district. 

Hence, five focus group discussions are held 

and attended by 20 Gumuz people. The selec-

tion of the discussants was made based on their 

nearness and knowledge of the particular issue, 

social duties and responsibility of cultural prac-

tice, family leadership, marriage arrangement 

and other social obligations among communities 

of Gumuz in the woreda..  

Document Review and Analysis 

The researcher reviewed related literature about 

the social-cultural practices, special ceremonies 

and economic activity of the Metekel zone in 

general and Gumuz communities of Mandura 

woreda in particular. In addition, letters, reports, 

 
 11Kidist Paulos, Socio-Cultural Integration and Cultural Diffusion between Amhara Resettlers and the 
Host Community: the Case of Zefine-Menuka, Gamo Gofa Zone.”(M.A .Thesis in Social Anthropology, 

Addis Ababa University, 2015), p.11. 

newspapers, articles, research papers, minutes, 

diaries, documentary films and other manu-

scripts were consulted from Mandura Woreda. 

The written documents are cross-checked 

against the oral sources (key informant interview 

and focus group discussions). Accordingly, data 

analysis was made through interpretation, sum-

marization and description of meanings, views 

and perceptions. 

Result and Discussion 

Culture runs through our lives and relationships 

shaping our perceptions, attributions, judgments 

and ideas of self and other. Culture refers to all 

the features of a society's ways of life encom-

passed the production, modes of dress, routine 

living habits, food preferences, the architecture 

of houses and public building, the layout of fields 

and farms and systems of education, govern-

ment, law and etc.. These cultural features can 

be categorized under two components. The ma-

terial (tangible) cultural features are food, cloth-

ing, buildings, tools, traditions and heritages, ar-

tistic expressions, groups and institutions and 

non-material (non-tangible) that included the 

language, values (social values, political values 

and economic values), beliefs (religious beliefs), 

ideas, norms and mores, which define the social 

system of the community.12 The Gumuz of Man-

dura woreda had the tangible and non-tangible 

socio- cultural features. They celebrated special 

ceremonies that mirrored their socio-cultural val-

ues in the district. 

Basic Socio-Cultural Features of Gumuz  

The distinct socio-cultural values which are prac-

ticed commonly by the Gumuz of Mandura con-

versed underneath. 

Marriage Practice 

Marriage is basic socio-cultural feature of 

Gumuz Communities in the Mandura Woreda. 

The Gumuz marriage system was polygamous 

and endogamous. In Gumuz culture, it was com-

mon for women to share a husband with one or 

more other wives. This was openly 

 12 Ibid 
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acknowledged, the wives usually lived together 

although sometimes they lived separately. How-

ever, if a woman was engaged in extra marital 

affairs, it was shameful and also dangerous for 

her, sometimes was put to death she was la-

beled as a traitor and sent back to her Parents.13 

The Gumuz of Madura woreda practiced five 

forms of Marriage system. These were sister ex-

change, elopement, abduction, Bride wealth and 

Marriage through inheritance.14 

The most familiar and normative form marriage 

among Gumuz was the sister exchange mar-

riage (angiya). It was/ is the common practice in 

Mandura Gumuz on the bases of clan exogamy 

in which fathers or elders play key role in the ex-

change process. Their society was patrilineal 

and patrilocal family and power was mainly 

maintained through father. Virginity takes spe-

cial place in the Gumuz society. If a grill was not 

virgin at the time of marriage, the entire hus-

band’s side would refuse her. It was a very 

shameful for the sake of her and side’s relatives. 

She would be given a very low social status 

within community and may be forced to return 

back to her parents.15 In Gumuz culture a grill 

can be exchanged for the sake of her brothers, 

fathers, uncles or cousins’ marriage. This form 

of marriage required the bride groom to offer his 

sister or daughter in place of the one he was go-

ing to marry. If he has no sister or daughter for 

exchange, he may borrow a girl from among his 

relatives and later gave back his first daughter to 

the creditor. A boy must be circumcised to get 

married. When a girl marries between an aver-

age ages of fourteen to sixteen, she moves to 

the villages of her husband’s clan. This protects 

labor power depletion at the family and binding 

level.16 

Elopement was another form of Marriage prac-

ticed in the Gumuz society of the Mandura 

woreda. The couple stayed together without the 

framework of the exchange. Elopement was 

done without the knowledge and approval of the 

 
 13 Informants: Bogie Seyoum,Cilegie Gander 

 14 Wolde Sellassie, Gumuz and Highland Settlers---------,P.67; Informants :Adego Blute , Senbet Selamb 

 15 Informants: Senbet Selamb, Adego Blute, Abdul Dene 
 16Patrik Walmark, “The Bega(Gumuz) of Wollega: Agriculture and Subsistence,” Peoples and Cultures 

of the Ethio-Sudanese Borderlands. M.L. Bender ed. (Michigan: East Lancing, 1981), P. 81; Informants:  

girl’s parent. This type of marriage union mainly 

occurs when a person has no sister or relatives 

for exchange or when couples fall in love without 

the consent of the girl’s parents. Such a mar-

riage was not socially accepted and sometimes 

raised conflicts among the two families. 17.  

The other form of non-normative marriage prac-

tice in the Gumuz communities of the Mandura 

Woreda was Abduction, Mantsuqa. This was 

done without the consent of the girl and her fam-

ily in which the girl was taken by force. The ab-

ductor first kidnaps the girl that he wanted. Usu-

ally kidnapping takes place on market days, 

while the girl was going to school or to visit rela-

tives. Due to this, girls were forced to interrupt 

their education in fear or being victim of abduc-

tion. Such practice was performed by a man if 

the family of the girl refuses the marriage.18 This 

was the most dangerous form of marriage 

caused the inter-clan feuds that costs lives from 

both parties and lasts long period due to a com-

mon practice of revengeful killings when the ab-

ductor did not have a sister that was to be ex-

change back or other compensation to be paid 

.19. 

Marriage through bride wealth, Imbizhima was 

another form of marriage. It was not common in 

Gumuz community of Mandura Woreda but it 

was rarely practiced in the society. This type of 

marriage occur when a man could not have sis-

ters or female relatives in which he was ex-

pected to pay to the girl’s family in the form of 

animals, guns and cash money. Absence of 

bride wealth payment to the girl family some-

times leads to marriage by elopement and ab-

duction.20 

Inheritance Marriage, mighitima was widely 

practiced in the Gumuz communities of the 

woreda that reassignment of widows within the 

husband’s kinship. The marriage system of the 

Gumuz society was mostly based on sister ex-

change; once a woman was exchanged for mar-

riage, she was no longer the member of her 

Senbet Selamb, Dabasu Buka, Berillie Dimini 

 17 Informants : Berillie Dimini, Adego Blute, Mekonnen Guki 

 18 Informants: KidaneBademe, Senbet Seraw, Wudem Embaw 
 19 Ibid 

 20 Informants: Kidane Bademe, Birillie Dimini, Mekonnen Guki 
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previous family. If unfortunately her husband 

died, she could not go back to her original family 

or could not decide on her fate to marry another 

person of her choice. If she goes back to her 

original family, this would distort the relation and 

livelihood of the two families.21 Death of husband 

usually, gave way to the inheritance of a widow 

by relatives of the deceased. The closeness of 

oneself to the deceased determined the poten-

tial inheritor and in this case the younger brother 

was preferred. In case her husband does not 

have a brother, one of his relatives of the male 

line may marry her. He or his relatives also in-

herited the property as well as the responsibility 

to look after widows, maintain women’s status in 

the society , care and look after the born children 

and protect the wealth from non- relatives.22 

 Menstruation and Delivery Custom 

Traditionally in Gumuz community, women do 

not stayed at home during menstruation and 

child delivery. It was believed that dropping men-

struation and child delivery blood at home was 

associated with pollution. Menstruated women 

were not allowed to enter the house, prohibited 

to touch household things and feeding sepa-

rately from any other person except with another 

one in the same condition until they became 

clean. It was believed that menstruated women 

were capable of contaminating furniture, food, 

utensils and other material in the house. Even 

they could not shake with hands rather they 

picks a small stick and gives their shake hands 

with each other by handing the stick. For the so-

ciety, a woman on menstruation was considered 

as under state of dirtiness. She was not compe-

tent enough to live in the main dwelling house of 

the family.23 Informants revealed that in Gumuz 

culture, the primary reason for the segregation 

of woman during menstruation flow was the pre-

vention of danger by the house sprit called Musa 

Misa. The Gumuz communities believed that the 

presence of menstruated women in the house 

and any blood seen in the house would lead to 

 
 21 Informants: Balachew Biru, Gufeta wassie, Wasafar Wudem 

 22 Ibid 

 23 Informants: Chilege Gander, Yeshi Libet , Wudie kudie 

 24 Ibid 
 25 Wold Sellassie, Gumuz and Highland Resettles_______, P.69; Informants: Chilege Gander, Bukessie 

Banjja, Bogie Seyoum, wudie Qude 

sickness. They believed that the house sprit 

Musa Misa, would create pain, injury on the legs 

and even death to the women.24 

The same was true in the case of child delivery; 

Gumuz women in the Mandura Woreda were 

segregated and left to deliver alone outside their 

houses. Bush delivery was an act of forcing the 

women to go and stayed in the bush without any 

attendant until she delivers on her own. This was 

an effect of pregnancy in which the prenatal in-

fant was given birth. At night the husbands guard 

them from wild animals at a distance. The labor-

ing women deliver without anyone’s assistance, 

exceeds those women at their first delivery who 

need help. Tolerating the pain of delivery alone 

was considered to be a mark of socially ac-

cepted good value of the village women. Those 

who failed to bear the pains were ridiculed and 

ashamed.25 Some women may die if there were 

complications. Most of the young girls had no ex-

perience at all of child birth delivery. The devas-

tating effects were that the women or babies 

may bleed to death or in some instances the ba-

bies die because of the cold weather and unhy-

gienic conditions.26 

Food Custom and Dressing Style 

Feeding practices are differing from culture to 

culture and society and society. Utilization pat-

terns are part of the culture of any given society 

and are related to the traditions belief and ta-

boos. Each culture whether traditional or mod-

ern, it has beneficial as well as harmful feeding 

practices.27 Likewise, clothing should well to ide-

als a given culture varies from place to place and 

society to society. As an emblematic culture, it 

designates different cultural elements and com-

munities different messages to different cultural 

groups.28 

A Gumuz people of the Mandura woreda have 

cultural and symbolic aspects such as food ac-

quisition, eating habits and closing styles. They 

had very long list of edible items. Their variety of 

 26 Informants: Chilege Gander, Yeshi Libet, Bogie Seyoum 

 27 Kalkidan,P.36 

 28 Desalegn Amsalu, The Nature of Awi- Gumuz Relations: - The Dynamics of Ethnicity in Ethiopia 

(USA: 
VDM verg, 2010), P.25. 
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foods was obtained from domestic sources such 

as plants and farm animals as well as wild 

sources such as wild fruits and wild animals. 

They eat different species of birds, animals and 

mammals hunted for food. The Gumuz commu-

nity of dietary habit keeps them healthy and 

strong. Dessalegn stated that: 

 We eat many things, many animals and plants. 

On the other hand Agaws  

 and settlers do not. We do not have headache 

or disease. Look, you could 

 not obtain single disabled person among us. We 

did not had swelling legs,  

 broken hands or legs and the like. We do not go 

to clinics and hospitals. 

 These were on the other hand common among 

others. Our foods had  

 medical values.29 

Wolde Sellassie noted the same among the 

Gumuz south of Abbay River, sated that wild 

vegetables foods were a vital part of daily diet of 

Gumuz of the Mandura Woreda. Women were 

the main actors here and were experts of the 

wild forest foods gathered especially for prepar-

ing served the main dish inga( stiff porridge pre-

pared mainly from sorghum, finger-millet and 

maize).30 

Porridge and Keya(soft drinks called in Amharic 

bordi) were respectively chief domestic food and 

drinks items of the Gumuz in the study area. 

Clan members in Gumuz community needed to 

group communal labor prepared the Keya to be 

feasted by the work party. Those families pre-

pare and serve more Keya could mobilize more 

labor that in turn engaged them to harvest more 

production. Keya could be defined as a relatively 

soft drinks introduced by the Gumuz community 

in Mandura woreda in particular and Metekel 

Zone in general. Porridge and Keya were also 

popular among the neighboring ethnic groups 

such as Awi, Shinsha, Oromo and Amhara. 

 
 29 Ibid, P.24. 

 30 Wold Sellassie, Gumuz and Highland Resettles --------, p.80. 

 31 Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Wudem Embaw, Chilege Gander, Yeshi Libet 

 
 

 

Traditionally, with these items, the guests and 

friends of the Gumuz were welcomed and oppor-

tunely consumed by arriving guests and mixed 

villagers.31 

 

Photo by Present researcher, the male Gumuz 

eat the bread like porridge in the Kuter Hulet 

Kebele in the Mandura Woreda in 2020. 

Clothing culture also mark the difference of 

Gumuz society with other populated ethnic 

groups in the Mandura woreda. Gumuz commu-

nities of the region wear a piece of cloth known 

as ticha to cover their limbs and organs while 

leaving over the waist undressed. Ticha was 

kind of cloth which was so sparingly used by the 

Gumuz from infancy to adulthood. As soon as a 

body was born his mother warps him with ticha 

prepared by her from the bark of the root of a 

shola tree. From then on wards the ticha was 

used as the only form of home-made cloth, es-

pecially by women to cover their bosoms. Simi-

larly, men wear bambola, a traditional piece of 

garment that was used to cover only some part 

of their body.32 Their basic traditional clothing 

was simple tacked clothes. Women warp a piece 

of cloth round the waist to the length of chin as a 

skirt and drape a piece of t-shirt over the shoul-

der. Men also tuck in loose pants legs and wear 

a t-shirt. Because, the ecological characteristics 

of lowland forced them to clothing simple light 

 

 

 32 Taddesse Tamrat, “Early Trends of Feudal Super Imposition on Gumuz Society in Western Gojjam,In-

ternational Symposium on History and Ethnography in Ethiopia Studies (1982), P. 14; Informants: 
Kidane Bedeme, Wudem Embaw. 
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and tucked cloths in essential parts of their body 

in order to adopt the hot climate.33 

 

Photo by present researcher, the dressing style 

of Gumuz women from Mandura woreda in 2020 

Special Ceremonies  

The special ceremonies celebrated by the 

Gumuz communities in the Mandura woreda in-

cluded Funeral and weeding ceremony, Taskar 

or Kemasha( Memorial feast for the dead), Di-

rusta ( Maskal in Amharic or the founding of the 

true cross) and initiation ceremonies for both 

girls and boys. They celebrated their special cer-

emonies by excessive feasting. 

Weeding and Funeral Ceremony 

 Weeding and events associated to the funeral 

were commonly celebrated within Gumuz com-

munities in the Mandura woreda. Both commu-

nities were extensively renowned among the 

Gumuz society. They were cultural and tradi-

tional practices that brought the scarcity of food 

within family in the area. 

Ethnically, the Gumuz communities in the 

Metekel zone of the Mandura woreda was insti-

tuted the stable and lasting intimate relation-

ships among men and women by the weeding 

system of sister exchange. The most dominant 

and standard of weeding system of Gumuz com-

munity in the Mandura area was sister ex-

change. Weeding ceremony of the sister ex-

change was celebrated in colorful within them. A 

groom gives his sister or a daughter of his close 

relatives in change. In the process, the parents 

would be selecting the bride was well as to be 

given in exchange in consultation with their sons 

and send elders to girl’s family.34 When parties 

 
 33 Informants: Wasafar Wudem, Balachew Biru, Birillie Dimini 

 
  

 

were agreed, the families of girl and boy met at 

market and they discussed the case of divorce, 

either the wife given in exchange was returned 

upon demand or replacement was requested 

and given. Then, they fixed the date of weeding 

at the same time. Their wedding ceremony was 

celebrated from November up to April. Both fam-

ilies were begun their preparation for ceremo-

nies a month before date of weeding.35 The fam-

ilies selected the strong young boys that accom-

panies the groom and forcefully brought brides-

maid on the weeding day.36 

On weeding day, they announced the wedding 

ceremony by beating the musical instrument 

called Drum. This instrument in Gumuz lan-

guage was referred Andinga. The selected 

young accompanies of bride groom went to the 

villages of bride. They were warmly accepted by 

signing to the girl’s family. Consequently, the 

strong young accompanies of bride groom force-

fully taken the bride from the bridesmaid. The 

girl’s family and the wedding guests were send-

ing off the bride and bride groom with accompa-

nies through singing and dancing. The two 

brides kiss each other symbolized the unbreak-

able ties of the marriage between them. Weed-

ing ceremony was finalized one day later, if the 

bride was virgin, the girl’s family and bridesmaid 

went to the family of bride groom to the singing, 

dancing and chanting. The family bride groom 

was kindly accepted and given a sheep/goat to 

the bride’s family and bridesmaid. A Sheep 

/Goat was slaughtered and invited for the girl’s 

family and bridesmaid. This was implied that the 

virginity takes place special place in the Gumuz 

society.37 

An additional ceremony that celebrated inside 

Gumuz communities in the Mandura woreda 

was the funeral ceremony. This was based on 

the age of the deceased determined the intensity 

of mourning. In their culture, burial ceremony of 

deceased members was established at the 

place of death. For instance, the death was took 

 34 Informants: Senbet Selamb, Adego Blute, Abdul Dene 

 
 

 37 Ibid 
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place in the house, the burial was established 

nearby house. The death took place at road; the 

burial was established nearby road. The de-

ceased members were hairless in the time of 

burial by the Gumuz women’s. This was implied 

the clarity from dust considered as the way of 

deceased members to get the heaven. Bereave-

ment of deceased young and adult members 

was expressed in which mourners wept by 

throwing the death members to the ground utter-

ing hear-breaking lamentations.38 

In contrast, the death of aged members was not 

expressed by the mourning. Following the burial 

ceremony, the mourning of the death of aged 

members celebrated by uttered songs that 

would praise and memorized the deeds of the 

departed for the consecutive three days with ex-

cessive preparation of the ceremonial feast. In a 

Gumuz community of the Mendura woreda, rel-

atives and friends of the deceased commemo-

rate the dead by firing a bullet from eldest to 

youngest based on the age. Their condolence 

expressed through songs. This was the emblem 

of the separation of deceased members from 

them into other world on the right age. The cer-

emony was finalized by the appointment of the 

kemasa after harvest.39 

Kemasha 

It was another ceremony celebrated in colorful 

way with in Gumuz communities of the Mandura 

woreda, Metekel Zone, Benishangul_Gumuz 

Regional State. It was memorial feast for the 

dead of Gumuz in the region. Usually, the cere-

mony was celebrated for both sexes of Gumuz 

societies in the area. The preparation of cere-

mony of women’s depending on the age, wealth 

and social status. The deceased was remem-

bered with songs and dances and poems which 

were especially compared to glorify his /her 

deeds and recited during the ceremony.40 Kema-

sha ceremony would be organized with big prep-

aration after harvest when grains were available 

abundantly for the local beer and food 

 
 38 Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Mekonnen Gaki, Wubie Bayana 

 39 Ibid 

 40 Berihun, “Spontaneous Settlement and Inter - Ethnic Relations--------”, P.82. 
 41 Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Mekonnen Gaki, Wubie Bayana 

 

preparation. It was prepared by supplied the 

grains and birr from the family and relatives of 

deceased members. The mourning of the me-

morial feast of the dead, the kinsmen of the de-

ceased heralded the beginning of the ceremony 

by firing their guns in the air. Then, the host 

Gumuz village organized themselves in different 

teams for welcome of the invited guests. The 

Guests were provided with seats. Each should 

be provided with separate seats. The meat and 

local beer (keya) was given to the guests from 

three to five friendly groups were teamed to-

gether for party in the morning. After finish their 

invite, guests sang and danced turn by turn. The 

kemasha ceremony was completed at the third 

day.41 

Dirusta 

Dirusta was known as Masqal in Amharic (the 

founding of the true cross) among closet Chris-

tian ethnic groups of the Gumuz communities in 

the Mandura Woreda. The Gumuz societies in 

the Mandura woreda were believers of their own 

traditional religion seems to be a lonely holiday 

has no real linkage with the founding of the cross 

except that the two holidays, which was at mid-

September, coincides. 42 They celebrated di-

rusta with Agaw, shinsha and also by them-

selves. Dirusta was interesting that celebrated 

by all Gumuz largely as a part of traditional prac-

tices of singing and performing dances. Tradi-

tionally, it was aimed at appeasing the spirit of 

the house before they could be collected their 

harvest.43 The ceremony in Gumuz was a big 

feast which forces every individual prepared and 

invited his friends and others to share. Every 

person slaughtered cattle and goats for the feast 

and prepared keya (local beer of the Gumuz) for 

holidays. It has been celebrated annually.44 

Initiation Ceremony 

Another ceremony celebrated in Gumuz com-

munities of the Mandura woreda particularly 

from other neighboring ethnic groups was initia-

tion ceremony for both girls and boys. This 

 42Tsega Endalew, Inter-Ethnic Relations on a Frontier:- M’atkkal’’l, (Ethiopia),1898-1991( German: 

Otto 

Harrassowitz and Co-KG, Wiesbaden, 2006), P.103. 
 43 Ibid, pp.106-110.  

 44 Informants: Senbet Seraw, Kidane Bedeme, Wudem Embaw 
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ceremony was kindly celebrated in both sexes in 

the region. Initiation ceremony for girls was fixed 

and celebrated at the first menstruation. It 

marked her maturity to become a woman.45 As 

the girls observed her first menstruation, she 

started to prepare herself for ceremony. She 

painted her hair and decorated it with reddish 

mud called gifik’a and she ties her head with a 

piece of white cloth called sas. She acted like a 

bride and her friends would accompany her as 

bridesmaids. Her family was provided be housed 

(hovel) shelter for her friends that accompanied 

her for eight days. Then, her friends celebrated 

with a joyful feast of chanting, singing, dancing 

and wandering for eight successive days to dif-

ferent hamlets. A Gumuz people give gifts such 

as chicken, money and other similar things for 

the ceremony. On the last day, her family gives 

goat to her friends that accompanied her in the 

ceremony. The gifted things such as chicken and 

goat were slaughtered and money used to buy 

arekei for ceremony. In the Gumuz culture, only 

females were celebrated the ceremony and in-

vited as guests.46  

Unlike the girls, initiation ceremony for boys has 

no fixed time. The ceremony could be before or 

after the marriage of an individual. In other 

words, the celebration of ceremony depended 

up on the individual’s success in hunting big an-

imals or killing a person from an enemy clan and 

other neighboring ethnic groups.47 Tsega 

acknowledged that some communities in the 

Mandura area were encouraged their children to 

be warriors and hunters to acquired courage, 

fame and social acceptance. The best example 

was the Gumuz people. Hunters and killers were 

given special admiration among the women and 

the society of the area. For this reason, Gumuz 

men were very eager to kill a person from an en-

emy clan and other neighboring ethnic groups 

and hunting big animals.48  

Gumuz men hunted a big animals for fame in-

cluded Lion, Leopard, Wildcat, Jackal, Hyena, 

 
 45 Informants: Yeshi Libet, Bukessie Banjja, Senbet Seraw, Kidane Bedeme 

 46 Informants: Senbet Seraw, Wubie Bayana, Bogie Seyoum, Bukessie Banjja 

 47 Berihun, “ Spontaneous settlement and Inter-Ethnic Relations ________”,P.87 
 48 Tsega Endalew, Conflict Resolution Through Cultural Tolerance: An Analysis of the Mičhu Institution 

in  

Buffalo and Giraffe. Similarly, Gumuz men were 

developed wonderful killing among non-Gumuz 

ethnic groups and killing a person from an en-

emy clan. They cut off the deceased right arm, 

dry it with smoke and beat their drums with it; this 

gives great honor to the killer. The hunters were 

wins prestige and increased status not only for 

himself but also for himself but also for his wife 

and the whole family and lineage. For instance, 

Women granted priority in fetching water, sitting 

at festivities and in every social activity. She puts 

bracelets on her arm and feet prepared from the 

skin of the hunted animals. The hunter himself 

was ritually cleansed of the harmful effects of the 

spirits of the game. Ritual was done in the name 

of miss-siila (hunt spirit). It takes place the spe-

cial ceremony to the joy and boasting within 

communities.49 

The hunter’s in the time of ceremony when he 

knows the death of his hunt; he started a war 

song that states the courage, maleness and kill-

ers. In this moment, the hunter’s face and head 

were painted with ash. In the same way of the 

girls initiation, the male initiation ceremony was 

celebrated in attractive way by slaughter primar-

ily the hen and then goat. If the enough wealthy, 

the cow or oxen was slaughter for the ceremony. 

The ceremony was celebrated with a joyful feast 

of chanting, singing, dancing and wandering and 

the hunter’s uttered the expression of the de-

ceased members or hunted animals in the time 

of death for consecutive three days. Male initia-

tion ceremony was completed by invited the 

slaughter cattle for three or four groups.50 There-

fore, a Gumuz who succeeding in killing a man 

or big animals was called in Gumuz “gunza”, a 

word which has a denotative meaning of male 

“Male” and “Husband” in Gumuz.51 

 Economic activities  

 In the Mandura woreda, Gumuz population was 

based almost exclusively on agriculture. The 

most important economic activity was shifting 

cultivation. Hunting, gathering, small scale 

Mätäkäl Region, Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: OSSREA, 2002), P.23. 

 49 Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Mekonnen Gaki, Dimin Manjja 

 50Ibid 
 51 Berihun,“Spontaneous Settlment and Inter-Ethnic Relations -------”, p.89. 
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fishing, handcrafts, beekeeping and limited ani-

mal husbandry were the supplementary eco-

nomic activity of them.52 Shifting cultivation is an 

economic system that described as a form of ag-

riculture in which farm plots are shifted regularly 

to allow soil fertility to recover. It also called slash 

and burn agriculture, involved successive activi-

ties that include cutting/cleaning, burning, plant-

ing, weeding and harvesting. The activity also in-

volved fallowing the plot for a number of years to 

regenerate through re-growth and vegetation. 

Agricultural activities in Gumuz were occupation 

of both men and women through labor ex-

change.53 Actually process production was car-

ried on collectively through communal labor. Ag-

ricultural tools were simple and rudimentary that 

did not permit farming at relatively large scale. 

Those tools were Godda(chopper), 

Dugodda(sickle), Tiba(hoe), Ligduma(axe), 

Gumba (digging stick with iron tip) and others.54 

In the process of hoe cultivation Gumuz people 

of Mandura woreda periodically rotate agricul-

tural plots. Usually the land cultivated for three 

or four years, would be left fallow for six to ten 

years. Every year they clear and use new plots 

and leave fallow old ones for a certain period 

time. Each year a Gumuz family clears new for-

ested land, Kancha land, to produce millet. The 

two main plots of the Gumuz were Kancha and 

Bakuna land.55 Kancha plots were the freshly 

cleared lands used to grow finger millet as the 

main crop type in the intercropping farming prac-

tice. In the second year, Kancha plots were used 

to grow sorghum as the main crop. The third 

year a Kancha plot was turned to Bakuna. After 

the third year a plot was left fallow for a period of 

six to ten years.56  

Gumuz society cultivates a variety of crops such 

as cereals, oil seeds, legumes, root crops and 

others. The most commonly grown cereals in-

clude finger millet, sorghum and maize. Finger 

 
 52Dessalegn Rahmato, “Settlement and Resettlement in Mätäkäl, Western Ethiopia.” Rivista trimestrale di 

Studie documentazione dell Istituto italiano per I Africa e. I’oriente, Anno.43, No.1,(1988), p.29. 

 53 Berihun, “The Gumuz: Are they shifting _____ ”,p.349. 

 54 Dessalegn, “Settlement and Resettlement in Metekel------”,p.126. 

 55 Informants: Debasu Bakua, Gassase Kagnie,Senbet Selamb 

 56 Ibid 
 57 Wold Sellassie, Gumuz and Highland Resettles______, P.77; Informants: Debasu Bakua, Gassase Ka-

gnie 

millet and sorghum are stable crops of the peo-

ple. They also planted patuha (pump-

kin),oppa(Climbing leguminous plant on remain-

ing trees in the field), giziqua(sesame) produced 

as cash crop, endaha (ochre), anzbila (ginger), 

chili pepper, baaga(cotton) and awuna(yam), 

represented the main cultivated root crop.57 The 

most shifting cultivators, the Gumuz of Mandura 

do not cultivate with the plow, that was plough 

and animal traction were unknown.58 They did 

not have extensive cultivation tradition. As result 

of this, uncultivated land was more than culti-

vated land in the Mandura area.59 

Gumuz societies of Mandura are also involved in 

hunting, gathering, fishing, beekeeping and 

handcrafts as auxiliary economic activities. 

Hunting was one of the most subsidiary sources 

of subsistence that practiced throughout the 

year by men. Wolde Sellassie explained that the 

Gumuz get more protein from hunting than from 

domestic animals.60 It was done either individu-

als or in groups. Gun, bows and arrows are the 

main hunting tools. During the hunt, the group 

surrounds the forest site chosen and part of the 

group centers into the forest accompanied by 

their dogs and chases the animals, locating their 

direction by shouting and whistling. Dogs are of 

a great support in the hunt, chasing and tiring the 

game.61 Fishing is equally important supplemen-

tary subsistence activity that served as source of 

protein. Locally, fish are collectively called 

gosha. Both sexes are involved in fishing. It was 

practiced mostly in the dry season months of Oc-

tober to February. Iiha(circular flat and hollow 

net with wooden edge) and gambua (a hive-like 

basketry work with an inwardly bent and hooked 

opening, only from one side that lets in fish and 

traps avoiding exit) are the widely used local 

fishing tools from the rivers and streams.62 

The Gumuz are also known for their honey pro-

duction. They collected honey from hollow 

 58 Sisay Muche, “The Reaction of Gumuz towards Resettlement Program with Particular Reference to 

Mettema Gumuz Settlement.”(Senior Essay in Social and Social Administration, Addis Ababa Univer-

sity, 1988), p.4. 
 59Metekel Awaraja Administration Secretariat, Folder Number278, File Number 5, Letters ‘order Num-

ber5263/95/51,Date27/12/1952E.E,P.3 

 60Wold Sellassie, Gumuz and Highland Resettles______, P, 82. 

 61Informants: Mekonnen Guaki, Adego Blute, Berillie Dimini 
 62 Ibid 
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trunks of big trees and caves along banks of riv-

ers and streams. Similar to hunting, honey col-

lection was done mostly in groups by men.63 

Gathering wild leaves, fruits and roots are also 

other important source of subsistence. It was 

practiced as a coping mechanism to fill seasonal 

food gaps. Being a traditional society means that 

the Gumuz of Mandura area has never had large 

herds of cattle nor have they ever developed 

very sophisticated agricultural practices.64 In ad-

dition, members of society produced handcrafts 

for sale, exchange in the local market as well as 

for home and field use. Pottery items of different 

size, basketry (injera cooking pan lid), Keya filter 

(dingha), carrying net cords (sii’ aya) and iron-

works (gawud for cutting and clearing bush and 

small vegetation are products of handcrafts in 

the Gumuz community of Mandura areas.65 In 

contrast to the widespread practices in many 

parts of Ethiopia, the handicraftsmen of Gumuz 

community were not marginalized at all and no 

form of sigma was attached to them. They be-

long to any professional occupational groups. 

The society neither discriminated nor placed 

them in separate quarters. Instead, the handi-

craftsmen enjoyed increased respect from the 

community for their additional skills of the 

crafts.66 

Conclusion  

A Gumuz people are the native and originally oc-

cupied of the Mandura Woreda. They called their 

members Begga(meaning our people) in the re-

gion. Their language is one of the least known 

Ethiopian languages and belongs to the Nilo-Sa-

haran family. They have some distinct socio-cul-

tural values which are commonly practiced only 

by their groups. The basic socio-cultural features 

of Gumuz communities in the study area are 

Marriage arrangement, Menstruation and deliv-

ery custom, food custom and dressing style. 

They also celebrated the special ceremony 

called a Memorial feast for the dead. Besides it, 

the ceremonial events such as the founding of 

the true cross, funeral and initiation ceremonies 

 
 63 Ibid 
 64Informants: Yeshi Libet, Bukessie Banjja. Bogie Seyoum 

 65Jira Mekuria, “ A History of Gumuz People of Metekel(1941-1991),” ( M.A. Thesis in History and 

for girls at the first menstruation and for boys at 

a time of big hunt or killing of an enemy play a 

significant role in Mandura Gumuz community’s 

social life. . Their basic economic activity was 

shifting cultivation. Hunting, gathering, small 

scale fishing, handcrafts, beekeeping and lim-

ited animal husbandry were the supplementary 

economic activity of them. 
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