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Introduction 

 

Mixed Unions, inter-ethnic, inter-religious and inter-racial marriages, are expected to reduce 

conflict and promote harmony1. In countries where inter-ethnic and/or inter-faith marriages are 

significant, ethnic conflict is not pervasive. To the contrary, where political and social 

divergencies are promoted, inter-marriages are discouraged openly or covertly2. The absence of 

conflict, in turn, facilitates investment and social and economic growth3. In today’s Ethiopia, 

ethnicity is in the center of popular discourse, regular social activities, and access to resources. 

Thus, the requirement to classify oneself and to state it on ID cards had been government policy 

until two years ago. It is not clear how much this has changed in recent years. Historically, inter-

ethnic marriages used to be encouraged. The royalty and nobility used arranged marriages to 

build bridges among different ethnic groups. Despite these situations. however, the quantitative 

evidence shows that the degree of integration seems to be low in Ethiopia particularly compared 

to many countries in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). Due to Ethiopia’s rural and agricultural base, 

limited urbanization and low level of education as well as limited inter-regional migration, 

mixing has been sporadic and many individuals neatly fall in one or the other of over 80 ethnic 

classifications.  

 

Ethiopians assume (believe) that there are considerable inter-marriages. Where this true, people 

of mixed origin are conflicted where to classify themselves; either put themselves along the 

paternal lineage as is traditionally the case or call themselves of mixed origin, if such a category 

is offered. Despite the importance of this category of population, however, there is practically no 

quantitative analytical work done4. This essay, in a very modest way, tries to contribute to fill the 

void and stimulate discussion on the subject. It aims at shedding some light on the magnitude of 

the population of mixed lineage.  

 

The Issue  

 

Mixed lineage could take different forms. It could take an ethnic, or religious or racial mix or it 

could be a combination of all three. The racial mix is only of historical relevance in Ethiopia. 

Before the mid-1970s, Ethiopia had a large Italian and Yemeni (Arab) residents (over 200,000 

each) and their children born, in the main, of Ethiopian mothers. With the return to Italy and 

Yemen of these people during the Derg this category has been rendered miniscule. Still however 

some prominent individuals such as Sheik Mohammed Al Amoudi remain. 

 

The principal categorization today is along ethnic line and, to some extent, along the religious 

one. Some prominent Ethiopians, including the Prime Minister and General Kassaye Chemeda5 

belong in the mixed category. It also includes some vocal personalities like Merrs. Tewodros 

Zewdu and Taye Bogale. The PM comes from Christian-Amhara mother and a Moslem Oromo 

father6, while General Kassage reports that he comes from Oromo parents on the fathers’ side, 

(father, grandfather, great grandfather, etc.) and Amhara parents on the mother’s line.  
________________ 
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The story of Mr. Tewodros Zewdu is interesting.7 Tewodros left Ethiopia during the Derg period 

and pursued his education in Canada – high school, under-graduate as well as his second degree. 

He is now undertaking his research for a PhD in Anthropology (or Sociology) addressing issues 

of population of mixed unions in Ethiopia. Tewodros was born in Asmara while Eritrea was still 

part of Ethiopia. A few years back, in applying for a City Residency Card in Addis Ababa, he 

was asked what ethnic group he belonged to. He was not able to answer the question. He was 

then asked for his birth place. Well, he was born in Asmara. The Officer told him, in that case, he 

was in the wrong country.  

 

Tewodros told the Officer his life story. Since lineage is traced through the man’s side of the 

family in almost all cultures of Ethiopia, the Officer, in turn, asked Tewodros for the ethnicity of 

his father. Then, they go into some sociological discussions. 

 

The point here is that there could be many individuals of mixed origin but how large is the size 

of this population group and what significance does it or could it play in the politics of the 

country.  

 

Data and How the Data are Generated 

 

To shed light on the above, the Censuses of 2007, 1994 and 1984 serve as starting points. In the 

Census of 2007, ethnicity is asked in Question 9 that reads “What is (NAME‘s) Ethnic Group?” 
8“(NAME)” refers to the name of a member of the household given in the household registry, 

and all members will be asked the same Question. The enumerator is required to mark the 

relevant ethnic group from a list of 90 distinctly identified groups and 8 special groups. Among 

the special groups are “From Different Parents”, “Other Ethiopian National (or Ethnic) Groups”, 

and 6 foreigner groups (Eritrean, Djiboutian, Somalian, Kenyan, and Other foreigners). 

 

The following instruction is given in completing the questionnaire: “Persons who are born from 

parents of different Ethiopian Ethnic Groups or from Ethiopian and foreign citizens, and if their 

ages are 18 years and above, the code of the Ethnic Groups they choose should be recorded in 

the space provided. If they are below 18 years old, the codes of the Ethnic Groups that will be 

chosen by their parents should be recorded in the space provided and these codes should be 

shaded. If any other Ethnic Group is mentioned by the respondents out of the list of the 

Ethnic Group given, code "91" the code for "other Ethiopian Ethnic Groups" should 

be recorded in the space provided and this code should be appropriately shaded.” 

 

In the Census of 1984 the question relating to ethnicity is placed in Block 2 of the Questionnaire, 

Particulars of Household Members, particularly Question 21 (Ethnic Group). Just as in the case 

of the 2007 Census, 91 district ethnic groups and 5 special groups were identified. The Special 

group includes Naturalized, Different Ethnic Groups, Foreigners, Others, and Not Stated.9 

“Different Ethnic Groups” refers to persons whose parents are from different ethnic origins and 

do not want to identify themselves with either. “Others” refers to ethnic groups that are different 

from those pre-coded in the 1984 Population and Housing Census. 

 



 3 

 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

In the video relating to General Kassaye’s mixed heritage, one person puts the number of this 

population group at 30 million. Out right, this looks to be very much on the high side and the 

person does not provide any reference or state his approach to arriving at the number. Anyhow, 

an accurate number may not be available, but the Censuses provide some clue. The 2007 Census 

puts the size of this category at 36,570 individuals (Table below)10. It is even much lower in the 

Census of 1994 that puts the number at only 13,496 people. These number may be doubted on 

political grounds. 

 

However, the Census of 1984 could be used as a very good comparator since it was conducted in 

an environment where ethnicity was not overtly a political issue. The 1984 Census was the first 

Census ever conducted in Ethiopia and was done during the Derg time, The number of people of 

mixed unions given in the 1984 Census was higher than those of 1994 and 2007 but not 

significantly higher to make much difference. The number of people of mixed heritage in that 

Census was 47,798. 

 

There are at least three reasons for the low figure, particularly for those relating to 1994 and 

2007; namely, fear and negligence on the part of respondents, and deceit (deception) on the part 

of enumerators. First, one would suspect that in the political environment that pervaded Ethiopia 

during EPRDF, some respondents may not report their true identity. Out of fear that the 

enumerators, who are usually drawn from the main ethnic group in the region, would attack them 

or divulge the information to others which would open them to attack, they may not report their 

true identity. Revealing one’s identity could therefore be risky. Second, respondents did not 

attach much significance to the issue when the Censuses were taken. For instance, a person of 

mixed unions born of a Gurage father (and a mother of other ethnic group) would report Gurage 

instead of mixed for the ethnic question. To the extent that he responded Gurage, the mixed 

number will end-up being under-stated and that of Gurage over-stated. Third, since the 

questionnaire is filled by the enumerators, it is potentially possible that s/he will fill the ethnicity 

of their wish and not that of the respondent. Some names are indicative and misleading. For 

instance, the enumerator would fill Oromo for General Kassaye even if he said mixed. In an 

environment where the educational level is low, such a possibility cannot be ruled out entirely 

particularly in rural areas and even urban areas. 

 

The low inter-ethnic marriage is further confirmed by other studies11. In a cross-country study of 

Sub-Sahara African countries addressing inter-ethnic and inter-religious marriages based on 

Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data, Ethiopia is taken as one of the sample countries. 

Based on a sample size of 6141 people in the 2016 DHS, the study finds that the respective 

percentages were 12.4 percent and 2.5 percent. Ethiopia’s figures are among the lowest among 

the 26 countries covered. The mean was 22.3 percent for inter-ethnic marriages and 5% for inter-

religious marriages. The study also shows that inter-ethnic marriages are correlated with 

variables that are attributed to modernization such as urbanization, literacy/education, wealth and 

a decline in polygamy and the correlation of modernization with inter-religious marriages is 

ambiguous. Similarly, agricultural employment is negatively and significantly correlated with 
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inter-ethnic marriage, while employment in services, professional/managerial and clerical 

positions is positively correlated. Ethiopia, being an agricultural country, a rural economy, and 

one of low literacy rate it appears to experience low level of integration. 

 

Kenya’s situation is just like Ethiopia’s. Inter-ethnic marriages account for 8.8 percent and inter-

religious marriages for 1.7 percent. Very much unlike Kenya and Ethiopia, inter-ethnic marriage 

is 44.5 percent; while the inter-religious marriage, standing at 2.4 percent, does not show much 

difference from those of Ethiopia and Kenya. Zambia, as is well known, heavily dependent on 

mining and highly urbanized.     

 

The 30 million people allegedly belonging to the mixed category in Ethiopia, as mentioned 

above, and the popular belief that there is vast inter-marriage is then put to question if the data 

from either the Censuses or DHS are taken into consideration.  

 

In terms of geographic distribution, among the 36,759 people of mixed origin in the 2007 

Census, the highest number (or 56 percent of the total) resided in Addis Ababa. Addis Ababa is 

cosmopolitan and a melting pot for all ethnic groups. The level of education and wealth is also 

much higher than the rest of the country. As a result, it is obvious that there would be higher 

proportion of inter-marriages. The second with a relatively higher number of mixed marriages 

was Oromia with 30.5 percent of marriages being  of mixed heritage. The third – SNNP -- 

accounts for slightly over 6 percent. Many others account for far less than 1 percent each.  

 

  

Distribution of Population of Mixed Unions and 
Other Ethiopian Groups, 2007 Census  

      

       

   From different   Other Ethiopian   

   Parents Percent National Groups Percent 

 Tigray  172 0.47 169 0.12 

 Afar  143 0.39 15 0.01 

 Amhara  726 1.98 12,898 9.06 

 Oromo  11,205 30.48 17,977 12.63 

 Somali  46 0.13 49,896 35.05 

 Benishangul  47 0.13 1,652 1.16 

 SNNP  2,285 6.22 50,853 35.72 

 Gambella  142 0.39 446 0.31 

 Harari  81 0.22 93 0.07 

 AA   20,719 56.36 8,136 5.71 

 Dire Dawa  1,004 2.73 136 0.10 

 Spec. Areas  189 0.51 98 0.07 

              

   36759 100.00 142369 100.00 
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Making a digression to the data in Column 3 and the corresponding percentages in the last 

Column is also instructive. Who are the people in “Other Ethiopian National Group”? After the 

90 ethnic groups and the Special Groups are listed, what else could there be that warrants a 

separate category? In my view, it is possible that some respondents who said “Ethiopian” for the 

ethnicity Question; i.e. “What is (NAME‘s) Ethnic Group may have been put under this 

category. All people outside of the over 90 ethnic groups are lumped here.” If it is correct, there 

were 142,369 people in the 2007 Census who provided “Ethiopian” as an answer.  

 

The number of those who presumably responded as “Ethiopian” were 538,107 in the 1984 

Census. Although the number is much higher than those of 1994 and 2007 Censuses, it still is 

very low compared to the total national population. It is important to bear in mind that in 1984 

Ethiopia was still under the Derg regime and division along ethnic lines was not politically 

important.  

 

Conclusion 

 

It is popularly alluded that there is considerable number of inter-marriages among the different 

ethnic groups of Ethiopia. The only source of data to confirm this point are data from the 

Censuses. Reviewing these sources, the number of people under this category seems to be very 

low even during the time of the Derg. It is indeed important to provide a more accurate number 

for several reasons. Where significant inter-marriages exist, there is limited (one less reason) 

room for conflict. In the Ethiopian situation, if the numbers are significant, it will provide one 

more tool to open the political space. Coupled with all minority groups in each region, the 

addition of those reporting “Ethiopian” and “From Different Groups”, would make the 

disenfranchised group much larger. These group of people could conceivably demand their own 

seats in the Regional and Federal Parliaments. In addition, since the budget allocation is partly 

based on the number of people, the minority groups, including the groups discussed above, could 

seek that a portion of the Regional budget be allocated to services that cater to their needs. 

Alternatively, they could deny the Regions from using their number in the Kemere for budget 

allocation. More profoundly, the ethic foundation of the Regions will likely be shaken. These are 

possible where the rule of law prevails and there is room for negotiation, which is not the case in 

Ethiopia now. 

 

As a conclusion, therefore, individuals like Tewodros should organize the people of mixed 

unions to take to task the Population Council to have a better number in the next Census when it 

is carried out. In addition, there may be a need to change the design of the questionnaire by, at 

least, bringing the option “From Different Parents” at the top of the ethnic list instead of towards 

the end. Moreover, a more thorough study is warranted using the existing Census and DHS data 

to shed better quantitative light on the issue. 
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