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ABSTRACT

Some of the literature on Oromo tends to represent the Oromo population as being of a single
descent. However, Oromo identity historically emerged as a frontier ethnogenesis-a composite of
incorporation, conquest, assimilation, labor relations, and stratified hierarchies-rather than a
homogeneous, descent-based nation. To test this hypothesis we undertook a study of Oromo
ethnogenesis. Beginning with the sixteenth century, we employed a demographic decomposition
model alongside a qualitative research approach to examine how regionally diverse Oromo
lineages were transformed into a unified Oromo census identity. We trace this transformation
across distinct historical periods while comparing competing origin narratives. Through thematic
analysis of secondary sources—including archival documents, migration studies, federal
legislation, political party manifestos, national census data, and demographic decomposition
modeling—we demonstrate that the Oromo lineage-based population represented in the 2007
census accounts for only about 5 million people, or approximately 15-20% of the total 25.7 million
individuals reported as Oromo. In other words, an estimated 80-85% of those counted as Oromo
in the 2007 census consist of conquered, assimilated, or administratively reclassified non-Oromo
indigenous populations, including marginalized artisan groups, garba, and gabbro. The processes
of assimilation and conquest were predominantly coercive and often prevented incorporated
populations from preserving or reclaiming their original non-Oromo identities, both during the
premodern Oromo period and under the contemporary federal system. Our findings therefore
suggest that the 2007 census figures substantially overstate the degree of Oromo genealogical
continuity. Ultimately, this study argues that the historical trajectory of Oromo ethnogenesis has
profound implications for Ethiopia's ethnic federal system and its identity-based model of

governance.

Keywords: Oromo Ethnogenesis, Historical Demography, Census Politics, Ethnic Federalism,

Ethiopia, Frontier Incorporation, Demographic Decomposition Model

JA, Vol. 2, No. 1, July 2026



Introduction: The Census Problem and Frontier Ethnogenesis

The Oromo are routinely treated as a monolithic, descent-based nation comprising about one-third
of Ethiopia’s population. According to the 2007 national census, 34.5 per cent of Ethiopians
identified as Oromo, a statistic that has served ever since as a basis for political mobilization,
resource allocation and federal institutional design (Central Statistical Agency, 2007). Beneath this
administrative category, however, lies a historically stratified population whose genealogical,
linguistic and political trajectories cannot be reduced to a single lineage. Our paper challenges the
nationalist narrative that equates the Oromo, as measured by census-taking, with an ancient,
homogeneous nation. Instead, we advance a thesis of frontier ethnogenesis: that the Oromo
emerged through centuries of incorporation, conquest, clientage, ritual adoption, caste
stratification, and much later, bureaucratic classification. The demography of current Oromo
identification in FEthiopia reflects a layered history of absorption, linguistic shift, and

administrative reclassification, rather than uninterrupted genealogical continuity.

Pre-modern Oromo societies employed two broad but interconnected mechanisms to absorb and
assimilate linguistically and culturally distinct communities within the territory of present-day
Ethiopia. Although some processes appeared relatively peaceful, they often operated through
unequal systems of clientage, dependency, ritual incorporation, and restricted access to land,
protection, political participation, and other essential resources. In such contexts, non-Oromo
communities could face strong structural pressure to adopt Oromo identity, language, and
institutions in order to secure social status, economic security, or political inclusion. Thus, what
may be described as peaceful assimilation was not necessarily voluntary; it could involve the
systematic denial of opportunities and resources to those who retained their original identities.

Alongside these indirect forms of pressure, Oromo expansion also involved explicitly coercive
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mechanisms, including warfare, military conquest, displacement, subordination, and the forced
incorporation of conquered populations into Oromo socio-political structures. Several studies,
including Habtamu (2020, 2026), argue that these forceful and coercive methods were employed
more frequently and intensively than genuinely voluntary or peaceful forms of integration across

many historical contexts of Oromo expansion and incorporation.

We do not argue, however, that Oromo identity lacks historical or political legitimacy; instead, we
contend that their identity has always been porous, hierarchical and politically negotiated. Pre-
modern Oromo societies absorbed Amhara, Hadiya, Sidama, Gurage, Argobba, Omotic-speaking
groups, Mao, Komo, and other peoples into their cultural sphere (Asmarom, 1973). Political
affiliation, land access and ritual inclusion—not biological descent—were their actual criteria for
belonging. Over time, as many as 18 distinct ethnicities in the Damot—Shewa—Wollega frontier
vanished, their descendants linguistically and structurally absorbed into Oromo culture (Negasso,
1984). Cultural incorporation, combined with the collapse of caste distinctions following land
reforms in 1975 and rigid enforcement of ethnic categories under Ethiopia’s post-1991 federalism,
resulted in a massive divergence between Oromo as identified in the national census and Oromo

as identified through lineage.

Drawing on historical chronicles, anthropological studies, regional histories, and a demographic
decomposition model, we demonstrate that only 15-20 per cent of Ethiopia’s current population
descends from actual Oromo lineage—primarily the Borana—Guji and limited segments of the Arsi
and Bale peoples. The remaining 70—-85 per cent who self-identify as Oromo reflect historical
assimilation, administrative reclassification, and institutionally induced identities. As noted above,
the implications for ethnic federalism, land rights, intergroup relations, and demographic

governance are substantial. Modern Ethiopian political institutions have increasingly enforced a
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closed, descent-based and territorially policed identity, which directly contradicts traditional
hierarchical pre-modern Oromo society. This policy has generated displacement, internal
fragmentation, and new conflicts that disproportionately affect Oromo-speaking populations of

non-Oromo ancestry.

Demographic divergence is not merely an academic puzzle; it is central to the politics of Ethiopian
ethnic federalism. Under the current constitutional system, demographic proportion dictates
territorial demarcation, budget allocations and political representation. Consequently, Ethiopia’s
indefinite postponement of a current national census represents strategic inaction. The current
government perceives conducting a new national census as a political risk, as widespread
displacement, regional conflicts, and internal fragmentation have fundamentally reshaped the
country's demographic landscape, potentially challenging its official narrative. By freezing its
census data at 2007, the state preserves a now-fictional demography, insulating the current
distribution of power from public scrutiny. Consequently, Ethiopia’s out-of-date census now

functions as a tool of administrative containment rather than a neutral scientific document.

The demographic decomposition model presented in this study serves as a necessary counter-
argument. By separating contiguous lineage from historical incorporation and administrative
inflation, we provide an empirically-grounded estimate that interrogates the dominant nationalist
narrative. We demonstrate that the political “one-third” claim relies on the erasure of frontier
ethnogenesis; thus the state’s refusal to update its census is deliberately intended to reflect a

demographic status quo that no longer relates to present or past realities.

Our study examines historiographical debates, theoretical frameworks, and the generational

processes of Oromo expansion, adoption, and incorporation in order to determine actual current
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numbers of ethnic Oromo, versus census numbers. It also presents a demographic decomposition
model to analyze regional lineage continuity, while examining political identity issues in a country

where ethnic federalism is the primary criterion for administrative boundaries.

Historiography and Theoretical Framework

Scholarly Debates on Oromo Identity

The study of Oromo history and identity spans five major scholarly fields, each offering distinct
insights, yet all frequently fail to integrate historical incorporation with rigorous demographic
analysis. From Aba Bahriy’s late 16™-century Zenahu le-Galla (History of the Galla) to 19™-
century European travelogues and Ethiopian royal chronicles, early sources documented the nature
and trend of Oromo expansion, political incorporation, administration, religious practice, and
cultural diffusion (Aba Bahriy, 1993). These sources consistently describe a dynamic, mobile
society that incorporated conquered populations through clientage, adoption, and ritual affiliation.
However, they rarely translate qualitative observations into demographic language, leaving a wide
gap between historical narrative and meaningful population reconstruction. Our study bridges that
gap by showing how to estimate the size of a specific ethnic group within a multicultural
population, using qualitative tools such as historical archives, travelers’ accounts, and migration

studies.

Anthropological work by Asmarom Legesse, Paul Baxter, Karl Gustav Haberland, Herbert Lewis,
and Jan Hultin demonstrates that Oromo society was fundamentally incorporative, characterized
by porous ethnic boundaries and flexible mechanisms of belonging (Lewis, 1966; Hultin, 1987).
The gadaa age-grade system, ritual adoption via moggaasa, and caste stratification created a

hierarchical but permeable society. The above-noted research often understates the demographic
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consequences of long-term subordination, linguistic shift, and the erasure of pre-Oromo identities.
Additionally, regional histories by Mohammed Hassen, Ulrich Braukdmper, and Alessandro
Triulzi offer highly detailed accounts of local conquest, memory, and assimilation, particularly in
the Shewa, Hararghe, and southwestern frontiers (Braukdmper, 1980; Triulzi, 2002), but they
seldom integrate Gidada Negasso’s findings on extinct groups, or attempt a quantitative

demographic synthesis (Negasso, 1984).

Oromo nationalist scholarship, especially since the late 20" century, has framed Oromummaa as
an ancient, homogeneous nation subjected to colonial domination by the Ethiopian state (Asafa,
1993). While politically influential among marginalized populations, this literature downplays
incorporation, genealogical plurality, and frontier ethnogenesis. It often treats census categories as
proxies for biological descent, reinforcing a continuity narrative that obscures centuries of

absorption and identity transformation.

Political science research based on ethnic federalism also highlights how post-1991 institutions
bureaucratized and territorialized identity, linking political participation to ethnicity. Such studies
rarely connect contemporary institutional dynamics to the deeper histories of ethnogenesis, caste,

slavery, and administrative assimilation (Aalen, 2002; Abbink, 2011).
Conceptual and Theoretical Lenses

One of the central concepts in this study is ethnogenesis. For the purposes of this analysis,
ethnogenesis refers to the historical and social processes through which a new ethnic group
emerges or an existing one is transformed over centuries of interaction among diverse populations.
The concept treats ethnicity as dynamic, continually reshaped by mechanisms of social

incorporation (such as intermarriage, adoption, and migration), political incorporation (including
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alliance and clientship), and forced incorporation (through conquest, assimilation, enslavement, or

captivity).

Ethnogenesis thus rejects primordialist claims that ethnic identity is fixed or static across historical
trajectories (Barth, 1969; Cohen, 1978; Smith, 1986). Within this study, ethnogenesis is
understood as a gradual, multifaceted process of identity formation in frontier settings, where
sustained interactions among heterogeneous populations facilitated the incorporation of various
communities into Oromo society. This perspective underscores that Oromo ethnogenesis was
neither a singular historical event nor solely a matter of biological descent, but an ongoing process
shaped by social integration, cultural adaptation, political incorporation, and conquest (Bombe,

2022; Giulia & Meckelburg, 2017; Keller, 1995).

Theoretical architecture rests on five intersecting strands that frame Oromo identity as historically
composite and politically institutionalized. First, Fredrik Barth’s “ethnic boundary” theory
emphasizes that ethnicities are maintained through social interaction, boundary policing, and self-
ascription, rather than through biological or cultural essence (Barth, 1969). Second, the concept of
frontier ethnogenesis—developed by Marshall Sahlins, Charles Tilly, and Alessandro Triulzi—
explains how marginal zones of state expansion become sites of identity formation through
conquest, labor extraction, and institutional adaptation (Sahlins, 1985; Tilly, 1990; Triulzi, 2002).
Third, the political economy of land and labor clarifies how incorporation persisted only when
agriculture produced surpluses resulting in feasible elite-to-producer ratios. Fourth, the
anthropology of caste and slavery illuminates how hierarchical inclusion, as happened to the fumtu
and fuga (blacksmiths and potters, respectively), produced Oromo-speaking populations that were

excluded from full social belonging (Megersa, 1994). Fifth, theories of identity closure under
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bureaucratic governance explain how post-1991 federal institutions transformed historically fluid

boundaries into fixed administratively enforced territories (Vaughan, 2003; Dereje, 2011).

Together, these five perspectives frame Oromo identity as being historically open but
hierarchically ordered, while present-day Oromo identity has become increasingly closed, descent-
based, and a tool of political expediency. To reiterate: demographic divergence between lineage-
derived and census-counted Oromo is not a statistical artifact; it is a centuries-old product of
frontier incorporation, institutional transformation, and bureaucratic classification. By integrating
these theoretical lenses within a formal demographic model, we bridge historical ethnography,
population reconstruction, and political analysis, offering a framework worthy of peer review

while remaining accessible to interdisciplinary scholars.

Historical Ethnogenesis: Expansion, Incorporation, and Stratification

(16" 19" Centuries)

Pre-Sixteenth-Century Context and the Deconstruction of Origin Myths

Before examining the sixteenth-century expansions, it is essential to establish the pre-existing
demographic baseline of the Oromo population and to deconstruct widely circulated yet
historically inaccurate origin narratives. Linguistic and anthropological evidence indicates that the
proto-Oromo belonged to the Cushitic branch of the Afroasiatic language family and were
indigenous to the Horn of Africa. Prior to the sixteenth century, they were primarily located in the
southern lowlands—corresponding to present-day Borana and Guji zones and parts of northern

Kenya (Greenberg, 1966).

Two persistent historiographical misconceptions require explicit clarification. First, the Oromo

were not part of the Bantu migration. The Bantu expansion involved Niger-Congo—speaking
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populations moving across sub-Saharan Africa, whereas the Oromo expansion was a distinct,
intra-regional movement confined to the Horn of Africa. Their northward advance in the sixteenth
century was not a continuation of the Bantu migration but rather an opportunistic expansion
enabled by the demographic and political vacuum created by prolonged warfare between the
Christian Highland Kingdom and the Sultanate of Adal. During this period, the Oromo absorbed
and assimilated numerous indigenous communities, including remnants of the medieval Sultanate

of Bale (Bultum, 2013).

Second, contemporary Oromo nationalist narratives often promote a “Kushite origin™ theory,
attempting to trace Oromo lineage to the ancient Kingdom of Kush in the Nile Valley in order to
claim prestigious Middle Eastern antiquity. This assertion lacks linguistic, genetic, and historical
support and functions primarily as a retroactive political myth. The scholarly consensus firmly
situates the Oromo as an indigenous population of the Horn of Africa. Recognizing this localized
origin is crucial, as it redirects analytical attention away from mythical external migrations and
toward the internal, regional dynamics of frontier ethnogenesis and the incorporation of

neighboring highland and lowland societies.
Sixteenth-Century Expansion and the Gadaa System

Oromo ethnogenesis traces back to mid-16"-century expansions documented in Aba Bahriy’s
Zenahu le-Galla (ca. 1593) and corroborated by Ethiopian royal chronicles, European travelers,
and oral tradition (Bahriy, 1993; Ludolf, 1682). Organized through the gadaa age-grade system,
Oromo groups pushed into territories inhabited by the Amhara in Shewa and Gojjam, Hadiya and
Sidama communities, Argobba principalities, Omotic-speaking peoples, Damot and Enarya

polities, Muslim emirates such as Ifat and Adal, and the Gibe kingdoms of the southwest (Hassen,
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1990). These migrations or incursions did not result in population replacement or genocide in the
modern sense, but rather in systematic incorporation through domination: that is, conquest,
intermarriage, tenancy relationships, moggaasa (ritual adoption), slavery, and caste subordination.
Conquered populations gradually transitioned to become Afaan Oromo, who adopted Oromo
rituals and political institutions and were reorganized under confederations such as Tulama,

Macca, Arsi, Karrayyu, and Borana.

Gadaa was fundamentally a ritual structure, not a genealogical system. It organized male cohorts
into eight-year generational cycles, regulated resource access, mediated conflict, and facilitated
the integration of outsiders through ritual adoptions and political affiliation (Legesse, 2000). As
Asmarom Legesse and Paul Baxter demonstrate, gadaa provided a flexible framework for
absorbing new populations while maintaining Oromo hierarchy (Legesse, 2000; Baxter, 1994).
Their incorporation process, however, was neither benign nor egalitarian. Many groups retained
prior identity memories for generations, while others—particularly in the Shewa—Damot—Wollega
frontier—disappeared entirely as distinct ethnic units (Negasso, 1984; Braukdmper, 1980). Early
ethnogenesis thus laid the foundation for a composite Oromo population, whose linguistic and

political unity masked profound genealogical plurality.

Mechanisms of Incorporation and their Demographic Consequences

The demographic expansion of Oromo-speaking populations was driven by multiple and
overlapping incorporation mechanisms. Moggaasa allowed non-Oromo peoples to be formally
integrated into Oromo clans, often as subordinate members. Gabbaro clientage tied conquered
populations to land and labor obligations under Oromo elites, creating a hereditary subordination

that enabled linguistic assimilation. Slavery (garba/garbo) incorporated captives from military
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campaigns who rapidly adopted the Oromo language and customs, yet remained socially
stigmatized. Caste incorporation enclosed occupational groups like the tumtu (blacksmiths) and
fuga (potters) within Oromo society, while excluding them from full political and ritual
participation. Intermarriage and bilingualism further blurred the ethnic boundaries, especially in

frontier zones where Oromo and non-Oromo populations coexisted.

Beyond biological, linguistic, and political incorporation, the Oromo employed a highly effective
spatial and cultural strategy: toponymic assimilation, or the practice of “naming and claiming.” As
Oromo groups expanded into new territories, they systematically replaced pre-existing indigenous
place names—whether Amhara, Sidama, Gurage, Hadiya, or others—with Afaan Oromo names
for rivers, mountains, settlements, and administrative units. This practice functioned to erase the
historical presence of earlier inhabitants from the cultural landscape. Through renaming, the
expanding Oromo constructed a narrative of continuous and exclusive indigeneity, thereby

asserting the territory as inherently and historically Oromo (Abbink, 2012).

This form of spatial assimilation was as consequential as linguistic transformation in consolidating
political and cultural control. Moreover, as explored in subsequent sections, this historical tradition
of “naming and claiming” continues to operate today, serving as a powerful instrument for

legitimizing contemporary territorial claims and border expansions into neighboring regions.

These events produced a demography in which linguistic Oromoization outpaced genealogical
continuity. Over centuries, populations whose members were incorporated, subordinated, or
linguistically assimilated began to identify as Oromo for political, economic, and social reasons.

The collapse of caste distinctions after Ethiopia’s 1975 land reforms accelerated the process by
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erasing historical markers of incorporation. As Table 1 illustrates, each mechanism contributed

differently to Oromo-speaking population growth while maintaining hierarchical stratification.

Table 1. Mechanisms of Incorporation in Oromo Ethnogenesis and their Demographic Effects

Mechanism Historical Mode of Status Expected
Period Integration Outcome Demographic Effect
Gadaa affiliation ~ 16"-18"c.  Political Partial Expansion of Oromo
incorporation  inclusion political identity beyond
lineage.
Moggaasa 161-19™ ¢, Ritual Subordinate Linguistic Oromo
(adoption) adoption into  inclusion identity without
clans genealogical continuity.
Gabbaro clientage 16119 ¢c.  Land and Hereditary Absorption of Amhara,
labor subordination Hadiya, Sidama, and
dependency Omotic populations.
Slavery 1619t ¢, Captive Stigmatized Rapid linguistic
(garba/garbo) incorporation  assimilation assimilation;
genealogical dilution
Caste Pre-modern Occupational =~ Permanent Oromo-speaking.
incorporation enclosure exclusion Populations excluded
(tumtu, fuga) from full Oromo
identity.
Intermarriage Continuous  Kinship Unequal status  Partial genealogical
blending mixing.
Land reform 1975 Abolition of Status erasure  Loss of historical
tenancy memory of
incorporation.
Administrative Post-1991 Bureaucratic Forced identity Inflation of census
assimilation classification  closure Oromo figures.
Toponymic 16th C.— Spatial and Erasure of prior Fabrication of
Assimilation Present cultural historical continuous indigenous
(Naming and renaming memory presence; modern
Claiming) justification for

territorial/border claims

Source: Compiled from Legesse, Baxter, Haberland, Gidada, Braukédmper, and CSA census
analysis (Asmarom, 2000; Baxter, 1994; Negasso, 1984; Braukdmper, 1980; Haberland, 1963;
CSA, 2007).
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13
Extinction, Absorption, and Inflation of Oromo-Speaking Populations

Historical records and regional ethnographies indicate that as many as 18 distinct ethnic groups in
the Damot—Shewa—Wollega frontier disappeared following Oromo expansion (Negasso, 1984).
Their descendants were either absorbed into Oromo society through clientage and adoption, or
erased entirely. Progressive extinction and absorption served to inflate the apparent size of Oromo-
speaking populations, creating an appearance of unity under a common language that masked
genealogical fragmentation. Ulrich Brauk&dmper’s work on the Hadiyya and Alessandro Triulzi’s
studies document how indigenous populations were Oromoized through land tenure changes, ritual
incorporation, and political subordination (Braukdmper, 1980; Triulzi, 2002). Negasso Gidada’s
dissertation identifies multiple groups that vanished as distinct ethnic units, their social structures

dismantled and their languages replaced (Negasso, 1984).

These historical events have profound implications for modern-day demographic reconstruction.
If census categories equate language use and self-identification with biological descent, they
substantially overstate the proportion of lineage-derived Oromo. This is not a recent political
invention; it is the cumulative result of centuries of frontier incorporation, linguistic shift, and
institutional transformation. Recognizing these realities is essential for both scholarly accuracy

and for developing a more appropriate policy in present-day Ethiopia.

Ethnogenetic Decomposition: Methodology and Parameters

The Nature and Rationale of the Demographic Decomposition Model

The demographic decomposition model is an analytical approach used by historians,
anthropologists, and demographers to understand how populations grow and transform by

disaggregating them into their constituent demographic processes. Rather than attributing identity
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formation or population change to a single historical cause, the model analytically separates the
various incidents and factors that shape demographic and ethnogenetic trajectories. In doing so, it
“decomposes” population growth into multiple contributing elements—social, cultural, economic,
and political—thereby enabling a more nuanced interpretation of historical population dynamics.
Within this study, the model is employed as an analytical framework rather than a mathematical

formula (Canudas-Romo, 2003).

In this context, the model provides a more comprehensive explanation of how the Oromo
population became both demographically large and geographically widespread over time, and why
the Oromo ultimately emerged as one of Ethiopia’s largest ethnolinguistic groups without
assuming a singular source of growth. It encourages researchers to consider the interplay of diverse
demographic and social processes that shaped the historical development and formation of Oromo
identity. The demographic decomposition model assumes that Oromo demographic expansion
resulted from a combination of Moggaasa, gabbaro incorporation, garba/garbo systems,

assimilation, and conquest.

Moreover, the model assists researchers in engaging more accurately with scholarly debates
concerning the precise homeland of the earliest Oromo, the scale and nature of assimilation, and
the degree of continuity between pre-modern Oromo identity and modern Oromo nationalism. By
disaggregating these processes, the demographic decomposition model offers a structured way to
analyze the complex historical mechanisms underlying Oromo ethnogenesis and demographic

change.
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Conceptual Architecture and Core Identity

Reconstructing the demographic trajectory of the Oromo from Ethiopia’s early modern period to
the present requires a formal decomposition model which separates lineage, incorporation,
linguistic assimilation, administrative reclassification, and institutionally-induced identitie. The
observed Oromo population at time ¢, denoted PtOP?O, is expressed as the sum of five analytically

distinct components:

PtO=Lt+Bt+Ct+Dt+EtPtO=Lt+Bt+Ct+Dt+Et

Where:

* LtLt: Lineage-derived population (genealogical continuity from pre-expansion Oromo cores)
* BtBt: Incorporated population (absorbed through moggaasa, gabbaro, clientage, slavery, and
caste enclosure)

*CtCt: Assimilated population (linguistic and cultural shift without formal incorporation)

» DtD¢#: Administratively reclassified population (post-1975 land reform, census categorization
shifts)

* EtEt: Institutionally induced identity effects (post-1991 ethnic federalism, territorial

bureaucracy, political incentives)

This decomposition model explicitly distinguishes between biological descent, historical
incorporation, linguistic adoption, administrative classification, and political identity formation. It
acknowledges that modern census categories conflate these processes, producing a demography

that reflects institutional and historical patterns rather than genealogical continuity.
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Lineage Growth Constraints

The lineage-derived population is modeled using a bounded exponential growth function,

calibrated to the historical demography of East African agro-pastoralists:

Lt=LO(1+r)tL=LO(1+r)t

Where:

» LOLO: Baseline lineage population c. 1600, anchored in pre-expansion Borana—Guji cores

* r€[0.005,0.015]7€[0.005,0.015]: Annual growth rate, consistent with pre-modern fertility and
mortality patterns

* tt: Time interval in years

The growth rate r is deliberately constrained to reflect high pre-modern mortality, recurrent
famines, disease outbreaks, and conflict casualties. This prevents overestimating lineage
continuity and ensures that LtL¢ remains a conservative proxy for genealogical descent. Back-
casting from the modern census confirms that L2007<<P20070L2007<«<P20070, demonstrating

that lineage-derived populations alone cannot account for contemporary census figures.

Incorporation and Assimilation Dynamics

Incorporation is modeled as a cumulative process of discrete historical events:

Bt=Yi=1nliB=Yi=1nli

Where Ii/i represents regional incorporation events driven by conquest, clientage, ritual adoption,
and political subordination. Assimilation is expressed as a function of prior incorporation, with an

elasticity parameter aa calibrated from ethnographic studies of language shift:
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Ct+1=Ct+a(Bt—Ct),0€[0.3,0.7]Ct+1=Ct+a(Bt—Ci),0€[0.3,0.7]

The assimilation coefficient aa reflects the proportion of incorporated populations that
subsequently adopted Oromo language and cultural markers without formal political inclusion.
Values between 0.3 and 0.7 capture regional variation, with higher rates in Shewa and Wollega
(where linguistic Oromoization was rapid) and lower rates in Hararghe and Bale (where

bilingualism and Islamic institutions slowed assimilation) (Heine, 1981; Markos, 2018).

Administrative and Institutional Inflation

Administrative reclassification and institutional identity effects are modeled as proportional to the

total observed Oromo population:

Dt=5PtO,Et=ePtODt=0PtO,Et=cPtO

Substituting these into the core identity yields the reduced form of:

PtO (1-5—€) =Lt+Bt+CtPtO(1—5—¢) =Lt+Bt+Ct

The parameters 80 and €c are historically scaled. In the pre-1975 period, 66 and ee are low,
reflecting minimal bureaucratic classification. After the 1975 land reforms, 86 increases as tenancy
relations collapse and historical caste markers are erased. After 1991, €c rises sharply as ethnic
federalism territorializes identity, links land access and political participation to ethnic

categorization, and incentivizes administrative self-identification as Oromo (Vaughan, 2003).
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Political Economy Plausibility Constraint

Pre-modern incorporation and stratification only persisted when agrarian systems generated
positive surpluses and maintained feasible elite-to-producer ratios. This is formalized through a

class/surplus constraint:

T=A+GT=4+G
R=A/GR=4/G

S=p G—yAS=BG—yA

Where:

* TT: Total population share

» AA4: Elite/extractor share

* GG: Producer share

* SS: Surplus

* Bf: Agrarian productivity coefficient

» vy: Elite consumption coefficient

Feasibility requires S>05>0, meaning surplus production must exceed elite extraction. The class

ratio is bounded at:

1:3<A/G<1:61:3<4/G<1:6

This constraint reflects historical political economies such as the Wollega-type system, where the
elite shares of between 15-25 per cent and producer shares of between 75—85 per cent maintained

institutional stability (Levine, 1974; Markakis, 2011). Incorporation processes that violated these
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bounds would have collapsed under demographic or political stress, ensuring that the model

remains historically plausible.

Data Inputs and Parameterization

The model is anchored to dual-scale population estimates and calibrated using historical,

anthropological, and census data. Table 2 summarizes the primary inputs.

Table 2. Data Inputs and Parameterization

Year Ethiopia Total PtEP/E Oromo Population PtOPrO Role

c. 1600 2-3 million Estimated baseline Lineage anchor
c. 1880 7-9 million Estimated range Expansion check
1984 Census total Census Oromo Validation

2007 Census total Census Oromo Final anchor

The realism indicator stO=PtO/PtEstO=PtO/PtE tracks the Oromo share of Ethiopia’s total
population over time. Historical evidence indicates s16000<s18800<s20070s16000<s18800
<s20070, reflecting a gradual expansion followed by acceleration. Parameter ranges are bounded
as follows: r€[0.5%,1.5%]r€[0.5%,1.5%], a€[0.3,0.7]a€[0.3,0.7], 66 and €€ scaled historically,
Bp low (agrarian constraint), yy moderate (political economy) (Central Statistical Agency, 2007;

UN World Population Prospects, 2022).

Epistemic Boundaries and Limitations

The model explicitly acknowledges its epistemic limits. Genealogy is inferred indirectly from
historical processes, not biological markers. Intra-regional heterogeneity is smoothed for the
purposes of modeling management. Post-1991 administrative effects (Dt,EtDt,Ef) are policy-

driven, not demographic. Model outputs are bounded estimates with transparent uncertainty
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ranges, not point counts. These limitations do not negate our core finding: that census ethnicity
cannot be treated as a proxy for actual genealogical history. Rather, they reinforce the necessity
of decomposing observed identities into: lineage, incorporation, assimilation, and administrative

inflation.

Results, Regional Calibration, and Validation

Back-casting and Lineage Sufficiency Test

Back-casting from the 2007 census using the lineage growth constraint yields:

L2007=L1600 (1+1) tL2007=L1600(1+7) ¢

Across all parameter variations, L2007<<P20070L2007<<P20070. The residual formation

confirms: B+C+D+E=P20070-L2007>L2007B+C+D+E=P20070—-L2007>>L2007.

This linearity sufficiency test demonstrates that lineage-derived populations alone cannot account
for contemporary census figures. The overwhelming majority of self-identified Oromo reflect
historical incorporation, assimilation, administrative reclassification, and institutionally induced

identity effects.
Compositional Breakdown and Regional Calibration
Applying our decomposition model to the 2007 baseline yields the component shares as shown in

Table 3.

Table 3. Compositional breakdown and regional calibration

Share of . . . 5
Component P20070P20070 Historical/Policy Mapping
L (Lineage) 15-30% Borana—Guyji cores, limited Arsi/Bale segments
B (Incorporated) 30-40% Moggaasa, gabbaro, clientage, captives
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Share of . . . .
Component P20070P20070 Historical/Policy Mapping
C (Assimilated) 20-30% Linguistic/cultural shift, intermarriage
D+E 10-20% Post-1975 status erasure, post-1991 federal
(Admin/Institutional) ° classification

Regional calibration further refines these estimates. Table 4 presents lineage continuity

proportions weighted against regional population distributions.

Table 4. Regional Composition of Oromo-Speaking Populations (Estimated Lineage Continuity)

Estimated (%)

Estimated (%) I ted/
Region Pre-Oromo Populations ncorporate
LI Assimilated
Shewa Ambhara, Argobba, Gafat, 20-30% 70-80%
Damot, Hadiya
Arsi Hadya, Sidama, Muslim 25359, 65-75%
polities
Bale Hadiya, Sidama, Agaw 30-40% 60-70%
remnants
Wollega ~ Damot Enarya, Mao, Komo, 54, 70-80%
Omotic
Hararghe Harla, Somali-related, Argobba 25-35% 65-75%
Jimma-— . o 0
Illubabor Gonga, Mao, Komo, Omotic 20-30% 70—-80%
Borana—Guji Core Oromo lineages 70-80% 20-30%

Note: Percentages represent lineage continuity estimates, not language use or census self-
identification.

Weighting these regional proportions against national population distributions yields a national
ethnic Oromo estimate of 15-20 per cent, consistent with the model’s compositional breakdown.

This divergence between census Oromo (~34-35%) and lineage-derived Oromo (~15-20%) is not
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a statistical anomaly: it is the cumulative result of centuries of frontier incorporation and

administrative classification.

Validation System and Sensitivity Testing

The decomposition model satisfies a joint validation system that ensures internal consistency,

empirical anchoring, and historical plausibility:

{ {Pmodel,1984=~P19840Pmodel,1984=P19840
Pmodel,2007=P20070 Pmodel,2007=P20070
L2007<«P20070L2007<P20070
PtO<PtEPtO<P{E

A/GE[1:6,1:3]4/Ge[1:6,1:3]

S>05>0

Results stable under variation of r,0.,9,€7,a,0,¢} }

Sensitivity testing confirms that increasing lineage shares by 5—-10 percentage points in major
regions (e.g., Shewa or Wollega) raises the national estimate modestly, but does not eliminate the
gap between census and ethnic Oromo. No scenario tested yields an ethnic Oromo population
exceeding ~22-23 per cent of the national total without contradicting historical evidence. The
model remains valid under variation of growth rate rr, assimilation elasticity oo, administrative
reclassification 80, and institutional effects ee, provided the class/surplus constraint S>05>0 and

feasibility bounds 1:3<A/G<1:61:3<4/G<1:6 are maintained.
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Class and Surplus Validation

Class structure calibration confirms that elite shares between 15-25 per cent and producer shares
between 75-85 per cent maintain positive surplus and institutional stability. Ratios outside this
range (e.g., 1:19 or 1:1) violate historical political economy constraints and produce a negative
surplus, rendering incorporation processes demographically and politically unsustainable
(Haberland, 1963; Levine, 1974). The model’s class validation ensures that demographic estimates

remain grounded in pre-modern agrarian realities, not abstract population projections.

Identity Closure and Contemporary Political Consequences

From Historical Fluidity to Bureaucratic Fixity

The historical trajectory of Oromo identity exposes a sharp rupture between pre-modern
incorporation and modern bureaucratic classification. Where Oromo identity was once relatively
open—though hierarchically ordered—contemporary Oromo nationalism and ethnic federal
institutions have increasingly enforced a closed, descent-based, and territorially policed identity.
This shift is driven by three interrelated factors. First, the 1975 land reforms abolished tenancy
relationships and caste distinctions, erasing historical markers of incorporation and accelerating
linguistic assimilation. Second, post-1991 ethnic federalism territorialized ethnicity, linking land
access, political representation, security provisions, and resource allocation to administrative
identities. Third, Oromo-speaking populations of non-Oromo ancestry are increasingly facing
pressure to conform to genealogical definitions of belonging; not doing so risks marginalization,

displacement, or exclusion from political participation.

This transformation contradicts the historical gadaa ethos which, despite hierarchy and exclusion,

managed diversity through ritual adoption, political affiliation, and negotiated inclusion (Megersa,
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1994; Asmarom, 1973). Modern identity criteria replace flexible traditional mechanisms with rigid

categories, transforming composite populations into administratively fixed groups.

The Politics of Census Identity

Census categories in Ethiopia reflect language use, territorial affiliation, and political incentives
rather than genealogical continuity. The divergence between census Oromo (~34-35%) and
lineage-derived Oromo (~15-20%) is explained by historical incorporation, extinction, the
collapse of caste distinctions, and administrative assimilation under ethnic federalism (Central
Statistical Agency, 2007; Dereje, 2011; Markos, 2018). When ethnic identity becomes a
prerequisite for land rights, political representation, and security provision, populations have
strong incentives to self-identify with the dominant category. This causes census figures to inflate

and embeds demographic distortions into Ethiopia’s federal system.

Furthermore, the indefinite postponement of a national census update (overdue by nearly two
decades at the time of this study) serves to perpetuate an inflated demographic baseline. By
avoiding a new empirical count, the Ethiopian government is suppressing the realities of internal
fragmentation in order to maintain the “one-third” narrative; in effect, it is using obsolete 2007
census data as an instrument of administrative control, rather than a neutral demographic

document.

As we have noted, political census identity also generates internal fragmentation. Oromo-speaking
populations of non-Oromo ancestry—particularly in Shewa, Wollega, and Hararghe—increasingly
face pressure to demonstrate genealogical continuity or risk marginalization. This reproduces
historical hierarchies in modern bureaucratic form, transforming incorporation into exclusion and

linguistic unity into political stratification.
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Institutional Rupture and Conflict Dynamics

The creation of fixed identity categories under ethnic federalism has generated displacement, intra-
regional conflict, and political instability. When territorial boundaries are drawn along ethnic lines,
historically composite regions become sites of conflict. Populations incorporated centuries ago but
lacking genealogical continuity face bureaucratic exclusion, land dispossession, or forced
assimilation (Abbink, 2011; Vaughan, 2003). These dynamics are not merely political grievances;

they are demographic realities rooted in centuries of frontier ethnogenesis.

Recognizing Ethiopia’s layered and overlapping identities is essential for both scholarly accuracy
and political sustainability. Federal institutions that equate or conflate language, territory, and
descent ignore the historical realities of incorporation, extinction, and administrative inflation.
They also reproduce the very hierarchies they claim to have dismantled, transforming historical

clientage into modern marginalization and linguistic unity into political exclusion.

Post-2018 Spatial Expansion, Linguistic Imposition, and Contemporary Friction

The historical ethos of frontier expansion and incorporation has been sharply revitalized in the
post-2018 political landscape. Rather than advancing democratic pluralism, the recent political
transition has been utilized by Oromo elites to extend administrative and cultural influence at the
expense of neighboring communities (Abbink, 2020). This contemporary expansion echoes earlier
patterns of ethnogenesis but now operates through the coercive instruments of the modern

bureaucratic state.

The most visible manifestations of this dynamic appear in large-scale spatial and territorial claims
directed toward the Benishangul-Gumuz region (particularly the Metekel Zone), the Gedeo Zone,
Gambella, and areas bordering the Somali region. In these territories, Oromo regional authorities
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and allied political actors have employed administrative restructuring, demographic engineering,
and strategic settlement patterns to expand Oromia’s frontiers or assert jurisdiction over
historically multi-ethnic lands. These interventions have produced significant displacement,
violence, and the marginalization of indigenous groups such as the Gumuz, Gedeo, and Nuer
(Tronvoll, 2022). At the same time, smaller nationalities in the south, including the Gurage, have
faced intense political pressure; their distinct identities and demands for regional statehood have
been suppressed or sidelined by a central power structure that privileges the expansionist agenda

of the dominant demographic bloc.

This spatial expansion is further reinforced by the forceful imposition of the Oromo language
(Afaan Oromo) in non-Oromo territories. The unilateral decision to adopt Afaan Oromo as the
medium of instruction in primary schools and local administration across various non-Oromo
districts—despite strong local resistance—constitutes a contemporary policy of coerced linguistic
assimilation (Fana, 2021). Critics argue that these efforts to reshape local demographics and
enforce Oromo cultural practices within federal and local institutions amount to a systematic

erasure of Ethiopia’s multi-ethnic reality.

Ultimately, the post-2018 dynamics demonstrate that historical mechanisms of incorporation have
not disappeared; they have been recalibrated. What once operated through clientage and gradual
assimilation now manifests as modern administrative hegemony and territorial contestation,
updating long-standing expansionary practices for the institutional capacities of the contemporary

state.
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Conclusion

To understand Oromo identity is to track a dynamic, composite form of ethnogenesis shaped by
incorporation, caste hierarchy, extinction, land reform, nationalism, and ethnic federalism. Census
figures substantially overstate ethnic Oromo lineage, embedding demographic distortions at the
heart of Ethiopia’s federal system. Through historical analysis and formal demographic modeling,
this study demonstrates that, of the 25.7 million people identified as Oromo in the 2007 census,
only about 15-20 percent represent the Oromo lineage. In other words, approximately 80—85
percent of those classified as Oromo in the 2007 census reflect centuries of historical incorporation,
linguistic assimilation, administrative reclassification, and institutionally shaped identity

formation.

The divergence between census and ethnic Oromo is not a statistical artifact; it is a historical
reality. Frontier ethnogenesis produced a population whose linguistic and political unity masked
profound genealogical plurality. Pre-modern mechanisms of incorporation—including moggaasa,
the gabbaro system, clientage, slavery, and caste enclosure—operated predominantly through
coercion, subordination, and unequal access to land, protection, political participation, and social
status. Although these hierarchical structures were sometimes permeable, the absorption of diverse
populations into the Oromo political, cultural, and linguistic sphere was often driven less by
voluntary integration than by conquest, dependency, enslavement, and sustained pressure to
abandon or subordinate their original identities. The collapse of those structures after 1975 and the
bureaucratic enforcement of ethnic categories after 1991 transformed historically fluid boundaries

into fixed, territorialized, and political markers.
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Consequently, the discrepancy between ethnic Oromo and census Oromo has profound
implications for the ethnic federalism that Ethiopian governments have practiced since 1991.
Current federal institutions and legal structures that equate census categories with biological
descent ignore the historical realities of incorporation and administrative inflation. They also
reproduce historical hierarchies in modern bureaucratic form, transforming incorporation into

exclusion and linguistic unity into political stratification.

Our study underlines the importance of recognizing Ethiopia’s layered and overlapping identities
in the distribution of national resources and demarcation of administrative units for national
solidarity. Recognizing these identities is essential for both scholarly accuracy and political
sustainability. Future research should focus on micro-regional genealogical mapping, longitudinal

language shift tracking, and comparative frontier ethnogenesis in other African contexts.

Only by acknowledging the composite nature of Oromo identity can Ethiopia move toward a

federal system that truly reflects historical realities, rather than administrative fictions.
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