


Sing and Sing On
S e n t i n e l  M u s i c i a n s  a n d  t h e  

M a k i n g  o f  t h e  E t h i o p i a n  
A m e r i c a n  D i a s p o r a

Kay Kaufman Shelemay

!e University of Chicago Press C h i c a g o  a n d  L o n d o n

“Communities,” from SING AND SING ON by Kay Kaufman 
Shelemay. Used by permission of The University of Chicago 
Press. © 2022 by The University of Chicago. All Rights 
Reserved. Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



+e University of Chicago Press, Chicago 60637
+e University of Chicago Press, Ltd., London

© 2022 by +e University of Chicago
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or 
reproduced in any manner whatsoever without wri1en 

permission, except in the case of brief quotations in critical 
articles and reviews. For more information, contact the 

University of Chicago Press, 1427 E. 60th St., Chicago, IL 60637.
Published 2022

Printed in the United States of America

31 30 29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22  1 2 3 4 5

ISBN- 13: 978- 0- 226- 81016- 4 (cloth)
ISBN- 13: 978- 0- 226- 81002- 7 (paper)
ISBN- 13: 978- 0- 226- 81033- 1 (e- book)

DOI: h1ps:// doi .org /10 .7208 /chicago /9780226810331 .001 .0001

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Shelemay, Kay Kaufman, author.
Title: Sing and sing on : sentinel musicians and the making of 

the Ethiopian American diaspora / Kay Kaufman Shelemay.
Other titles: Sentinel musicians and the making of the Ethiopian 

American diaspora | Chicago studies in ethnomusicology.
Description: Chicago ; London : +e University of Chicago 

Press, 2022. | Series: Chicago studies in ethnomusicology | 
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identi=ers: LCCN 2021035771 | ISBN 9780226810164 (cloth) |  
ISBN 9780226810027 (paperback) | ISBN 9780226810331 
(ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Ethiopian Americans— Music. | Ethiopians— 
United States— Music. | Musicians— Ethiopia. | 
Musicians— United States. | Music—  Social aspects— 
United States.  
| Music—  Social aspects— Ethiopia. | Music— Political 
aspects— Ethiopia. | Music— Political aspects— United 
States.

Classi=cation: LCC ML3560.E83 S53 2022 | DDC 780.89/928073— 
dc23

LC record available at h1ps://lccn.loc.gov/2021035771

♾ +is paper meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48- 1992 
(Permanence of Paper).

Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



List of Plates  *  xi
List of Figures  *  xiii
List of Tables  *  xv

Editorial Policies  *  xvii
Preface: Fun da m e nta l s . Toward a Concept  

of the Sentinel Musician  *  xxi

Section I. Frameworks
1 .  Thr e s hol d s .  Ethnography, History, Biography  *  3

2 .  M obil i tie s .  People and Music in Motion  *  29
3 .  S e ns e s .  Ethiopian Sensory 7ought and Practice  *  49

Section II. Processes
4 .  Con f l icts .  Revolutionary Musical Lives  *  77

5 .  M ove m e nts .  Pathways to Asylum  *  99
6 .  Co m mun i tie s .  Places and Politics in Diaspora  *  121

Section III. Transformations
7.  S oun d s .  Performing Identity, Mobility,  

and the Ethiopian Sound  *  149
8 .  S ig ns .  7e Genealogy of Orchestra Ethiopia  

at Home and Abroad  *  171

Contents

Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



9 .  Cr e ati vi tie s .  Musical Invention and  
Diasporic Challenges  *  204

10 .  Hor i z ons .  Rediscovering Heritage and  
Returning to Homeland  *  229

A!erword: Sentinel Musicians  
in Global Perspective  *  257

Acknowledgments  *  267
Appendix: An Overview of Ethiopian Diaspora  

Communities across the United States  *  277
Glossary  *  289

Notes  *  297
Discography  *  379

Interviews and Communications  *  385
Field Notes  *  389

Bibliography  *  391
Index  *  417

x C o n t e n t s

Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



Debo
General  meaning: Communal labor

Musical  meaning: Ethiopian American musical ensemble

As we have seen in chapter 5, the /rst wave of refugees from the Horn of 
Africa arrived in the United States in the mid- 1970s; more sought asylum 
during the devastating Red Terror of 1977– 78 and the wars with Somalia 
and Eritrea that broke out around the same time. 5e upsurge of forced 
migration beginning in the 1970s from the Horn of Africa and from South-
east Asia sparked the passage of the 1980 US Refugee Act as an amend-
ment to the Immigration and Nationality Act.1

Processes of forced migration have a number of outcomes, paramount 
among them the founding of new communities far from the historical 
homeland, commonly termed diaspora communities. 5e phenomenon 
of diaspora is the subject of a substantial literature that has expanded its 
theoretical orientation and focus as well as its coverage of communities 
that anchor immigrant lives in new locales.2 5e great migration from the 
Horn of Africa to North America provides rich case studies of diaspora, 
incorporating a number of immigrants with di8erent political, religious, 
and cultural orientations.3 But if diaspora studies today document subjects 
ranging from generational di8erences to return to the homeland, there 
is no question that “music is central to the diasporic experience, linking 
homeland and here- land with an intricate network of sound.”4 5is chap-
ter provides an overview of the founding of Ethiopian American diaspora 
communities, with a;ention to the sentinel roles of musicians and the 
range of activities and institutions they initiated in this process.

Some Ethiopians arrived in the United States in the decades before the 
start of the revolution; they were primarily young adults from elite families 

•  6  •
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122 Chapter Six

who came to study at US universities. 5ose already in the United States 
during the mid- 1970s found their lives suddenly disrupted. One was Elias 
Negash, who arrived in New York from Ethiopia in 1971. He /rst moved to 
Boston, where he a;ended junior college and planned to study jazz at the 
Berklee College of Music. But in 1974, with family /nancial support for his 
studies interrupted by the revolution’s onset,5 Elias had to relocate to Cal-
ifornia to live with his brother, then a University of California– Berkeley 
student. “5e plan was really to go for four years and go back home,” Elias 
said, “but I ended up staying forty years.”6 A performer of Ethiopian jazz 
and world music with the Bay Area Retroz band, Elias worked as a com-
poser and pianist, honing his musical chops by studying music theory at 
Bay Area colleges and, in the mid- 1970s, when the area’s /rst Ethiopian 
restaurant, the Blue Nile, opened on Telegraph Avenue, by playing the 
piano regularly there. In the decades to follow, Elias’s music circulated in 
the United States and Ethiopia on solo CDs, and he operated his own re-
cording studio.7

5e future of Ethiopian refugees was shaped by the traumatic events 
surrounding their arrival in the United States and the e8orts of organiza-
tions coordinating their rese;lement. Government entities, including the 
US O@ce of Refugee Rese;lement and private groups such as Catholic 
Charities USA, initially sponsored the refugees from the Horn of Africa, 
making decisions about where they would se;le. Circumstances required 
some immigrants to remain in the place of /rst asylum for only a short 
time and then move on. 5e family of musician Danny Mekonnen, for 
instance, arrived from refugee camps in the Sudan and se;led in Fargo, 
North Dakota; they subsequently moved to Paris, Texas.8 Of twenty- seven 
thousand Ethiopians o@cially documented as having entered the United 
States between 1984 and 1986, for example, 25 percent went to California 
and another 25 percent were divided among Maryland, Washington state, 
New York, Georgia, Washington, DC, and Illinois. 5e remaining 50 per-
cent were dispersed across other parts of the United States, seeding Ethi-
opian communities in many US cities.9 Because the majority of the early 
refugees were single men without family ties in the United States, Cath-
olic Charities created clusters of refugees to avoid a situation in which a 
non- English speaking Ethiopian would /nd himself in an area where he 
could not communicate with anyone.

We [Catholic Charities] try not to place refugees in a vacuum. We either 
build the community around them or initiate a plan to rese;le x number 
of refugees of a particular ethnic background in a given group.10
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C o m m u n i t i e s  123

5ese policies ensured that at least some refugees were placed with those 
of the same ethnic and linguistic background, giving rise to local commu-
nities of descent. But in one notable case, the e8orts of a single musician 
had a striking impact on the future of the new Ethiopian diaspora in the 
United States, notably that in Washington, DC. As discussed in chapter 5, 
two years aFer Amha Eshete’s 1975 arrival in Washington, DC, he opened 
the Blue Nile, the /rst full- service Ethiopian restaurant in the US capital.11 
Even those who were still living in Ethiopia at that time were aware of the 
musical ferment abroad set into motion by Amha:

5ere was a restaurant on Georgia Avenue and Amha Eshete was the one 
who brought them to entertain here in the United States. . . . Singers and 
musicians came to America.12

By 1982 Amha had also opened the Ibex Club, an establishment encom-
passing three Hoors of entertainment:

5e /rst Hoor was live jazz, the second Hoor was modern band with come-
dians during the band’s recess. 5e third and top Hoor was huge and we 
used to have disc jockeys. It was on Georgia Avenue and its capacity was 
in excess of eight hundred. Eventually, I had the /rst Hoor for an Ethio-
pian live band. Top class Ethiopian artists like Ephrem Tamiru, Bezawork 
Asfaw, Shambel Belayneh, Ketema Mekonnen, Aster Aweke, and others 
including band members like Abegasu Shiota, Henock Temesgen, Hailu 
Mergia, Moges Habte and a few others have performed. . . . One unique 
circumstance was that my club was the /rst [and] largest with three Hoors 
in the Washington area. It also lasted for over /Feen years unlike many 
other clubs whose life span is a maximum of two to three years.13

Amha remained in Washington, DC, until 1993, when disability from a 
chronic illness forced him to return to Ethiopia.14 He died in Addis Ababa 
in April 2021. He had hoped to travel back and forth between Washington, 
DC, and Addis Ababa, but his limited mobility rendered the plan impos-
sible. He decided that “going back and forth will make me lazy, neither 
here nor there.”15 He marveled at the number of Ethiopian musicians who 
had se;led in Washington, DC: “5ere are more there [in Washington, 
DC] than here [Addis Ababa] now.”16

Amha had an early and dramatic impact on many aspects of musical 
life both at home in Ethiopia and in its North American diaspora. Beyond 
his extraordinary contributions as a record producer in Ethiopia, whose 
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124 Chapter Six

oeuvre would decades later reach a global listening public through reissues 
on the éthiopiques label, he made an institutional impact through found-
ing one of the /rst Ethiopian restaurants abroad as well as the /rst Ethi-
opian nightclub in the United States. Amha was a vital link in the course 
of events that resulted in the spread of Ethiopian restaurants worldwide, 
a process that has made Ethiopian cuisine and music a global phenome-
non. His Ibex nightclub had a continued presence in the DC area until it 
closed in February 1997.

As a result of Amha’s work in institutionalizing Ethiopian music per-
formance in Washington, DC, at both his restaurant and his nightclub, 
he became a sentinel for musicians from his homeland seeking a lifeline 
abroad and helped jump- start the process of chain migration by Ethiopian 
musicians to the DC metropolitan area. Amha was the /rst to arrange for 
Ethiopian musicians to tour in the United States in 1982– 83, devoting a 
great deal of time and e8ort to bring the Walias Band over, some members 
of which sought asylum and remained in the United States aFerward.17 
5at /rst tour spanned the nation, visiting Los Angeles, Houston, New 
York, Boston, and, of course, Washington, DC. Soon aFer, Ethiopian sing-
ers began to arrive on their own, hiring keyboardists who had immigrated 
to the United States to accompany them. Over the years, individual mu-
sicians who came as part of concert tours or arrived independently chose 
to remain in Washington, DC, did so in large part because of the institu-
tional base Amha had built.

Heterolocal Residential Pa!erns and the Importance of Ethnic Places

Several characteristics are common to the structure of most Ethiopian 
immigrant communities. First, most of them share heterolocal pa;erns 
of residency with immigrants spread across various neighborhoods.18 
5us, Ethiopian immigrants lived in di8erent neighborhoods rather than 
in Ethiopian- only areas. Second, one /nds that similar institutions and so-
cial organizations anchor most Ethiopian diaspora communities, provid-
ing a template through which one can gain a comparative perspective. And 
third, musicians have played important roles in shaping not just musical 
events, but institutional and cultural life across these communities. 5ey 
founded institutions that support other musicians and arts activities and 
sustain venues such as churches that serve many in a locality. Because of 
its dominant position as the center of Ethiopian American diaspora life, 
it is worthwhile to explore the Ethiopian community of Washington, DC, 
and the metropolitan area of which it is a part for insights.

Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



C o m m u n i t i e s  125

Washington, DC

5e large number of Ethiopians in Washington, DC, has made a particu-
larly indelible impression on new arrivals from the Horn of Africa: “You 
feel like you’re in your own country when you come here,” recalls Tefera 
Zewdie, owner of Dukem Ethiopian Restaurant, who leF Ethiopia as a 
teenager in the 1980s.19 No other community has the same density of im-
migrants from the Horn of Africa as does Washington, DC, with an esti-
mated two hundred /Fy thousand Ethiopian residents.20

Although a few Ethiopian refugees arrived in Washington, DC, as early 
as 1975, including the notable Amha Eshete discussed earlier, Ethiopian 
institutional development in the area began to intensify around 1980. 5e 
Ethiopian Community Center on Georgia Avenue NW was founded that 
year, with the Ethiopian Community Development Council established in 
1983 as an organization to help rese;le refugees in the metropolitan area.21 
Ethiopian musicians arriving in Washington, DC, in the early 1980s no-
ticed the upsurge of Ethiopian- related activity and recall that it directly 
inHuenced their decision to se;le in the area:

My ticket was Addis Ababa, Milano, Boston, that’s it. . . . 5en, when I came 
to Washington, DC, there were a lot of Ethiopians, Ethiopian restaurants, 
everything. I changed my mind because I had a lot of friends here, maybe 
the music business might be here. When the band came here, weddings, 
show business, restaurants, everything boomed.22

In the 1980s, most Ethiopian commercial establishments in Washing-
ton, DC, were in the Adams Morgan area centered around Columbia Road 
and 18th Street. By the 1990s, as rental prices for shops skyrocketed in Ad-
ams Morgan, Ethiopian commerce shiFed to the U Street corridor con-
verging on 9th Street close to Howard University. In the mid- 2000s, the 
Ethiopian community launched an initiative to o@cially name 9th Street 
“Li;le Ethiopia,” a move successfully resisted by African Americans who 
had long considered that area, the site of the Lincoln 5eatre and known 
as “the Black Broadway” where Duke Ellington performed, to be the heart 
of Washington’s historical African American community.23 (See plate 6.1.)

By the 2000s, with the explosion of real estate prices in Washington, 
DC, many Ethiopians moved to suburbs in Maryland and Virginia and 
new Ethiopian commercial areas began to open. (See plate 6.2.) Eastern 
Avenue in Silver Spring, Maryland, became a new center, with Ethiopian 
shops and restaurants, and a second commercial area emerged in down-
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Pl ate  6.1  On U Street NW in Washington, DC, a mural of 
Duke Ellington overlooked Almaz, an Ethiopian restaurant that 

closed during the pandemic in 2020. Collection of author.
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town Alexandria, Virginia, and extended into other Virginia suburbs. It 
has been suggested that Li;le Ethiopia in Washington, DC, has been dis-
placed by two new Li;le Ethiopias, one in Silver Spring and nearby Ta-
koma Park, Maryland, the other in Alexandria extending west into Fair-
fax County, Virginia.24 Houses of worship were among the institutions 
founded by Ethiopian immigrants: 5e Debre Selam Kidist Mariam EOT 
Church was one of the /rst, established in 1987 in Washington, DC, and 
given cathedral status as Re'ese Adbarat (Head of Churches) in 2001.25

5e shaded areas on the map in plate 6.2 identify residential concentra-
tions of Ethiopians in the DC metropolitan area, who constituted less than 
20 percent of new African arrivals even in those neighborhoods where they 
had the greatest concentrations.26 5e various residential areas highlighted 
in plate 6.2 and the relative numbers of Ethiopians in each, indicate that 
the largest number of Ethiopians dwelled in Virginia, followed by Mary-
land, with Washington, DC, in a close third place. 5ese data, gathered by 
cultural geographer Elizabeth Chacko in the early 2000s, correlate with 
the demographic information provided by musicians I interviewed who 
were living in the metropolitan area in 2007– 8.

Pl ate  6.2  Ethiopian immigrants and establishments in the Washington  
metropolitan area. From Elizabeth Chacko, “Ethiopian Ethos and  

the Making of Ethnic Places in the Washington Metropolitan Area,”  
Journal of Cultural Geography 20, no. 2 (2003): 23.
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5e DC metropolitan area exempli/es a residential pa;ern that can 
be observed in most other Ethiopian diaspora communities across the 
United States: as has been noted, residential areas do not coincide with 
the location of important Ethiopian commercial and cultural institutions. 
5e black dots on the map mark the locations of Ethiopian grocery stores 
and restaurants and the crosses mark locations of Ethiopian churches. 
5ese physical sites serve, to borrow terminology from cultural geog-
raphy, as “ethnic place makers,” which hold both real and symbolic mean-
ing in the construction of Ethiopian diaspora communities.27 5ese im-
portant sites, separate from the immigrants’ homes and workplaces, are 
where members of the community gather. Sociologist Ray Oldenburg has 
referred to such places as the “great good places” or as “third places.”28 
Oldenburg suggests that the most important function of these places is 
to unite a neighborhood, but in the case of the Ethiopian diaspora dis-
cussed here, third places are most oFen outside neighborhoods of res-
idence and therefore exercise a very special role in bringing together a 
dispersed community.

Ethnic Place- Making in the Ethiopian American Diaspora

Chacko argues that urban ethnic identities are not displayed in the resi-
dential centers but rather are vested in speci/c “places where community is 
forged and embodied.”29 She also suggests that Ethiopian diaspora place- 
making serves as a model for understanding the creation and maintenance 
of an ethnic community by other new immigrant groups.30

Chacko provides a useful taxonomy of the places that generate a sense 
of community in urban se;ings characterized by residential sca;ering, 
dividing them into four categories she terms ethnic institutions, ethnic 
sociocommerscapes, ethnic arenas, and intangible ethnic places. (See  
table 6.1.)

Ta bl e  6 .1  Ethnic place- making in the heterolocal urban se!ing
Ethnic institutions churches, civic and political organizations, etc.
Ethnic sociocommerscapes ethnic businesses that provide goods and meeting 

places
Ethnic arenas spaces used repeatedly by a community but lacking 

permanent ethnic markers
Intangible ethnic places   internet sites, radio and television stations, musical re-

cordings, etc.

Source: Elizabeth Chacko, “Ethiopian Ethos and the Making of Ethnic Places in the 
Washington Metropolitan Area,” Journal of Cultural Geography 20, no. 2 (2003): 29– 30.
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Ethn ic  Insti t u tions

Ethnic institutions are dominated in the Ethiopian diaspora /rst and fore-
most by churches, an indication of the strong stream of Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Christian descent that unites a good number of Ethiopian immigrants. 
5e revolution a8ected Christian Amhara Ethiopians immediately and, as 
a result of the many pressures on the homeland Orthodox Church, the ma-
jority of the American diaspora Ethiopian refugees during the /rst years 
of the revolution were of Orthodox Christian faith. As we have seen, the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church has a liturgy that is almost entirely musical, 
with highly trained musicians singing, playing drums and sistra, and danc-
ing. A musician must be one of the founders of a local church because, 
without a musician, the liturgy cannot be performed. A notable example 
we already encountered in chapter 3 is the career of liqa mezemran Moges 
Seyoum, who was trained as both a priest and a musician and who co-
founded an Ethiopian Orthodox Church in Dallas, Texas, on his arrival as 
a refugee in 1982. In 1987 liqa mezemran Moges traveled regularly to Wash-
ington, DC, to help establish DSK Mariam EOT Church in Washington, 
DC, which has matured into one of the largest Ethiopian churches in the 
global Ethiopian diaspora.31

Only at large churches in major urban areas such as Mariam EOT 
Church in Washington, DC, does one /nd a cohort of musicians per-
forming the liturgy. But one /nds many churches sca;ered across all Ethi-
opian diaspora locales, the smaller ones oFen sta8ed by a clergyman who 
both chants the liturgy and administers sacraments, sometimes assisted 
by young deacons from the congregation. Although in early years of the 
diaspora many Ethiopian churches met in buildings lent by other denom-
inations, such as Riverside Church in New York City, a number have gone 
on to purchase existing buildings, including Debre Selam St. Michael EOT 
Church in Boston and St. Mary’s EOT Church in Los Angeles. A few have 
designed and built their own new structures, including St. Gabriel EOT 
Church in Sea;le. Complicating factors related to church governance and 
membership have arisen, including conHicted relationships between dias-
pora churches and the church hierarchy in Addis Ababa; an alternative pa-
triarch was recognized in the United States.32 In addition, many churches 
experienced internal tensions and divided into new, competing congre-
gations. For this reason, it is not unusual to /nd several Ethiopian and 
Eritrean Orthodox Churches in most Ethiopian diaspora communities, 
as well as increasing numbers of Protestant and evangelical institutions.

Other ethnic religious institutions in the Ethiopian American diaspora 
include mosques. Muslim Ethiopians who migrated initially tended to af-
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/liate with existing area mosques wherever they se;led. Several commu-
nities with a critical mass of Ethiopian Muslims of Oromo descent, includ-
ing Atlanta, Oakland, and Toronto, have established their own mosques.

As we have already seen, ethnic organizations also include commu-
nity centers that o8er social services and support for their communities 
in transition. Most communities have social- service institutions of various 
sizes, oFen named aFer the Ethiopian ethnic community that they serve.

Ethn ic  S o cio co m m e r s ca p e s

Sociocommerscapes include stores, record shops, and most notably in the 
case of Ethiopian and Eritrean diaspora, restaurants. Some socio commer-
scapes are unmarked as ethnic places, such as a Starbucks in downtown 
Minneapolis that was so packed with Ethiopian, Oromo, and Somali 
men when I visited one Saturday aFernoon in March 2011 that I couldn’t 
squeeze inside.33

Ethiopian markets are sca;ered across many diaspora locales, such as 
the small Maru Grocery on Bissonnet Street in Houston, Texas, the only 
Ethiopian shop in a diverse and multiethnic shopping center. Ethiopian 
sociocommerscapes, including the markets that sell traditional foodstu8s 
such as spices and Ethiopia’s indigenous te! grain (Eragrostis tef), are also 
the main venues through which Hyers that advertise concerts and other 
cultural events are circulated.34 Most of these markets stock sound record-
ings and DVDs and, on occasion, traditional clothing and a few Ethiopian 
musical instruments. Only a few Ethiopian shops, such as the California 
Studio in Minneapolis, marketed only audiovisual materials.35

It has been said that cooking and cuisine represent “aesthetic knowl-
edge of identity” and that “the Ethiopian restaurant is the most visible 
projection of Ethiopia’s diasporic community in the West (whether in 
Amsterdam, London, or Rome or on 18th Street in Washington, DC).”36 
In the diaspora, Ethiopian restaurants provide a sociocommerscape where 
Ethiopians from di8erent neighborhoods gather and where people from 
the broader American community also come into contact with Ethiopian 
culinary and cultural worlds.

Ethiopian restaurants are generally among the /rst public venues to 
emerge in virtually any and every American city with an Ethiopian resi-
dent able to cook and administer it. 5ese places, well marked and known 
within their respective urban areas, serve as magnets at which Ethiopians 
(and many others) converge.

5e names of Ethiopian restaurants provide insights into diaspora and 
homeland politics, ethnicity, and religious orientations. Many take names 
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that recall places in the owner’s native region of Ethiopia or Eritrea, such 
as Langano (a lake in Oromia south of the Ethiopian capital), Ras Dashen 
(the highest mountain in northern Ethiopia’s Semien Mountains), Dukem 
(a small town south of Addis Ababa), or Lalibela (site of the famous rock 
churches in northern Ethiopia). Certain city names (Asmara, Dire Dawa) 
signal owners and clientele of Eritrean or Oromo ethnicity, respectively. 
(See plate 6.3.) Many restaurants use Ethiopian words evoking moods, 
important dates, and objects: Desta (joy or happiness), Meskerem (Sep-
tember, start of the new year), and Kokeb (star). A few take the name of 
their owners, such as Zenebech or Rahel. Others are named aFer Ethi-
opian Christian holidays and important rituals, or objects associated 
with food and its presentation, including Fasika (Easter), Demera (ritual 
bon/re for Masqal), Bunna (co8ee), and Mesob (large table- height bas-
ket that holds a communal food tray). An informal commentary about 
Ethiopian restaurants in a cross section of American locales provides a  
colorful overview:

I fell in love with my /rst [Ethiopian restaurant] in Boulder, Colorado, 
in 1990, but sadly, the Colorado foothills o8ered only one option, as did 

Pl ate  6.3  Addis Ababa Restaurant in Silver Spring, Maryland (named 
a7er the Ethiopian capital city), was one of dozens of Ethiopian restaurants 

sca8ered across the DC metropolitan area. Collection of author.
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Jacksonville. Conversely, Princeton had none, making Manha;an feel like 
a windfall with eight. Los Angeles, to its credit, had 10 and a Li;le Ethiopia 
district lined with banners and bunting. For those few years in the City of 
Angels, I felt as if we had hit the East African jackpot.

5at was before Dallas. . . . By the time we had been here for a year, I’d 
mapped out 11 Ethiopian restaurants, one Eritrean restaurant, and at least 
two Ethiopian grocers. . . . 5e region surrounding [Interstate] 635 and 
Greenville, the area that DFW International identi/es as Li;le Ethiopia, 
isn’t going to win any awards for quaintness . . . our Li;le Ethiopia has no 
banners, no foot tra@c, or signposts, and no de/ned borders, just a very 
loose concentration of restaurants and retail that, though not showy, pro-
vides an introduction to a North Texas immigration story that, for the last 
35 years, has gone largely untold.37

Ethiopian communities are most publicly represented by their restau-
rants, and few other Ethiopian third places across the diaspora are also so 
closely tied to musical life. Many restaurants are venues for live Ethiopian 
musical performance if any Ethiopian musician is available in the area to 
perform; otherwise, restaurants play recordings imported from Ethiopia, 
or increasingly, Ethiopian music recorded in the United States. 5e DC 
metropolitan area has countless Ethiopian restaurants and is particularly 
rich in live musical entertainment on weekend and holiday evenings. Some 
North American Ethiopian restaurants, such as Dukem on U Street in 
Washington, DC, are so famous internationally for both Ethiopian food 
and musical performances that they advertise on billboards in downtown 
Addis Ababa. (See plate 6.4.)

A number of clubs feature Ethiopian musicians who compete for the 
same audiences. One summer night in 2008, I went to Arlington, Virginia, 
to hear a joint performance by two DC singers appearing together at a 
venue that usually features salsa music. Not until around 11 p.m., when 
neither the accompanying instrumentalists nor more than a few members 
of the audience had arrived, did the singers /nd out that the instrumen-
talists whom they had hired to accompany them had gone instead to per-
form at an Ethiopian restaurant just down the road.38 5e performance 
was canceled.

Ethn ic  A r e na s

Places termed “ethnic arenas” are those taken over occasionally to cele-
brate ethnic events on special occasions but that lack permanent markers 
of that ethnic presence. Once again, events held by Ethiopian diaspora 

Journal of Transnational American Studies 14.2 (2023)



C o m m u n i t i e s  133

communities in such arenas are heavily associated with musical perfor-
mance.

On holidays traditionally celebrated with outdoor processions, such as 
Masqal, the Festival of the True Cross observed annually in late Septem-
ber, many Ethiopian churches hold ceremonies in local parks they have re-
served for the occasion. New Riverside Park, bordering on Memorial Drive 
in Cambridge, Massachuse;s, adjacent to the Charles River, has regularly 
hosted a Masqal ceremony mounted jointly by several Ethiopian Orthodox 
churches from various neighborhoods of Boston and its suburbs. 5e event 
requires considerable diasporic creativity because the bon/re tradition-
ally lit for homeland Masqal observances is prohibited by American /re 
laws. However, the enterprising congregations have fashioned a bon/re- 
shaped conical structure covered with gold- Hecked cloth that reHects the 
rays of the se;ing sun, around which the congregation processes, carrying 
sparklers and candles, singing hymns.39 (See plate 6.5.)

Other ethnic arenas exist, most prominently the stadiums that host 
the annual Ethiopian soccer tournaments. In the mid- 1970s, small groups 
of Ethiopians began to gather informally on the weekends in various di-
aspora locales to play soccer. “We knew each other, somehow we found 
each other,” musician Elias Negash said of the /rst soccer sessions in the 

Pl ate  6.4  Billboard on Bole Road in Addis Ababa advertising Dukem Ethiopian 
Restaurant in Washington, DC, and Baltimore, Maryland. Collection of author.
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Oakland Ethiopian community when he arrived there in 1975.40 “Since it 
was a small community, this was our chance to get together and speak our 
national language.”41

Local soccer teams were quickly established by most Ethiopian dias-
pora communities and, in 1984, the Ethiopian Sports Federation in North 
America (ESFNA) was established. By 2015 there were thirty- one formally 
constituted Ethiopian soccer clubs from cities across the United States and 
Canada. For a week each year overlapping the July 4th weekend until its 
forced cancellation in 2020 because of the COVID- 19 pandemic, the Ethi-
opian community came together in a di8erent metropolitan area chosen 
to host the annual event.42

Games were played at a stadium rented for the occasion, with musicians 
contracted both from diaspora locales and from Ethiopia to perform at 
opening and closing tournament ceremonies, as well as at nightly events 
held at nearby concert venues and restaurants. Each soccer tournament 
constructed its own temporary sociocommercial center adjacent to the 
stadium, erecting rows of tents and booths for vendors selling mementos, 
recordings, and food, with ample space given over to exhibits for philan-
thropic and public help organizations.43 (See plate 6.6.)

A list of the urban areas that have hosted this annual summer event 
both provides an overview of the major Ethiopian diaspora communi-
ties and demonstrates the manner in which sports and music combine 

Pl ate  6.5  New Riverside Park in Cambridge, Massachuse8s, is an ethnic arena 
regularly transformed for community Masqal observance. Collection of author.
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to bring these new communities together. (See table 6.2.) Major musical 
events both open and close the games: An opening “Ethiopia Day” con-
cert typically leads o8 the tournament, and a festive concert with major 
performers is scheduled for the /nal evening.44

5e ongoing life of soccer tournaments also provides a map of eth-
nic divisions among immigrants from the Horn of Africa. In 1986, twelve 
years aFer ESFNA was founded, Eritreans initiated the Eritrean Sports 
Federation in North America (ERSFNA) with a mission “to promote and 
facilitate the development of amateur sports and cultural events within 
the Eritrean and Eritrean- American communities in North America.”45 
A decade later, in 1996, the Oromo Sports Federation in North America 
(OSFNA) sponsored its /rst formal soccer tournament in Toronto, bring-
ing together six participating clubs from several Canadian cities as well as 
from Minnesota and Sea;le.46

All the soccer tournaments, whatever their ethnic or political a@liation, 
are major, if temporary, sites for musical performances. Some Ethiopian 
restaurants near the games, such as Dukem in Washington, DC, remain 
open twenty- four hours a day for round- the- clock socializing and perfor-
mances during the weeklong tournaments in their area.47 (See plate 6.7.)

Beyond ESFNA’s focus on soccer and music, the organization also has 
a social mission as a nonpro/t organization dedicated to promoting Ethi-
opian culture and heritage and to building a positive environment within 

Pl ate  6.6  9e ESFNA 2008 sociocommerscape constructed alongside  
RFK Stadium in Washington, DC. Collection of author.
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Ethiopian American communities in North America. 5e organization 
aspires to bring Ethiopians together to network, to support the growing 
Ethiopian business community, and to empower the young by providing 
scholarships and mentoring programs. 5e soccer tournaments, as well 
as other sports activities and cultural events, are vehicles for an increas-
ingly ambitious social mission.48 In 2018 ESFNA donated funds for relief 
e8orts in Ethiopia to mitigate the impact of yet another drought; for this 
purpose, ESFNA partnered with Catholic Relief Services and local non-
governmental organizations in Ethiopia. ESFNA also collected and do-
nated funds for Hood victims in the Omo River Region of southern Ethi-
opia and for HIV/AIDS relief across the country.

5e soccer tournaments, like almost all immigrant community ventures 
and organizations, reveal the complexity of diaspora politics, as well as the 
deep value placed on collective activities that enhance social bonding. 5e 
Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Oromo soccer games continued until the advent 
of the COVID- 19 pandemic in 2020 as well- a;ended annual events, with 

Ta bl e  6 .2  Venues for ESFNA, 1997– 2020
2020 Minneapolis, MN (canceled because of the COVID- 19 pandemic)
2019 Atlanta, GA
2018 Dallas, TX
2017 Sea;le, WA
2016 Toronto, Canada
2015 College Park, MD
2014 San Jose, CA
2013 College Park, MD
2012 Dallas, TX
2011 Atlanta, GA
2010 San Jose, CA
2009 Chicago, IL
2008 Washington, DC
2007 Dallas, TX
2006 Los Angeles, CA
2005 Atlanta, GA
2004 Sea;le, WA
2003 Houston, TX
2002 Hya;sville, MD
2001 San Francisco, CA
2000 Toronto, Canada
1999 Dallas, TX
1998 Atlanta, GA

 1997 Atlanta, GA  
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Eritrean and Oromo games both scheduled for dates that do not conHict 
with ESFNA. But in 2011– 12, homeland political conHicts divided ESFNA 
and led to a split that resulted in a competing tournament. 5e annual 
ESFNA soccer tournament took place in Dallas, Texas, from July 1 to 7, 
2012, and a rival tournament was mounted by the newly organized All 
Ethiopian Sports Association One (AESAONE) during that same week in 
Washington, DC.49 5e soccer tournaments bring the sämənna wärq (wax 
and gold) metaphor to life— what appears on the surface to be merely a 
sports event on closer scrutiny reveals multiple layers of athletic, musical, 
and political competition.

Inta ng ibl e  Ethn ic  P l ace s

Much of diaspora cultural life is transacted in virtual spaces, most prom-
inently through the internet, but also though engagement with media 
such as sound recordings. 5e internet is central to Ethiopian life in dias-
pora, both forging a sense of community and promoting cultural innova-
tion. “Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have made 
transnational, extraterritorial Ethiopian culture a reality, rendering com-

Pl ate  6.7  A banner announcing 24/7 musical entertainment at Dukem Ethiopian 
Restaurant, Washington, DC, during ESFNA 2008. Courtesy of Itsushi Kawase.
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monplace diaspora contact with the homeland that was previously impos-
sible.”50 By the end of the twentieth century, virtual networks had trans-
formed the experience of diaspora Ethiopians:

Since 2000, I have watched my Ethiopian American children and their 
friends maintain almost daily contact with Ethiopia. At (Ethiopian owned) 
7– 11 [7- Eleven] stores, they buy telephone cards to call friends and fami-
lies in Ethiopia about day- to- day problems. 5ey keep up with Ethiopian 
news, politics, and music through a plethora of Web sites. . . . Diaspora 
Ethiopians send remi;ances in amounts greater than Ethiopia earns from 
its co8ee exports. . . . 5e advance of information technology is in large 
measure responsible for those transnational connections.51

A watershed technological event that occurred in 2000 sparked an ex-
plosion in virtual communications by Ethiopians, notably digitization of 
the Ethiopic script and the acceptance of the Ethiopic character set for in-
clusion in Unicode 3.0 Standard (Unicode Consortium).52 5is invention  
made it possible for Ethiopians and Eritreans, who read and write in Am-
haric and Tigrinya, to communicate online.53

Ethiopians have been extraordinarily active in posting Ethiopian di-
aspora recordings and music videos on YouTube, which has become a 
treasure house for both homeland and Ethiopian diaspora music culture. 
Many websites stream music and provide discussions of a wide array of 
Ethiopian musical styles. An informal survey of the online presence of 
twenty- /ve diaspora musicians provided insight into three levels of vir-
tual presence. First, nine musicians who perform entirely within the Ethio-
pian community, but of economic necessity pursue their careers part- time, 
have no media outlets of their own. In some cases, this is due to less- than- 
Huent English skills and performances only in Amharic or other vernacu-
lar languages of the Horn of Africa. 5ese musicians work largely through 
personal and community networks and do not have websites, Facebook 
pages, or Twi;er and Instagram accounts. A second group of six perform 
for Ethiopian audiences internationally and have a presence on websites 
or Facebook but lack Twi;er or Instagram accounts. One of these six has 
a website only in Amharic and another, only a Twi;er account. 5ird, ten 
full- time professional musicians or ensembles are active on Facebook and 
have websites, as well as Twi;er or Instagram accounts. Two of this group 
have their own channels on YouTube. 5e size and professional prepara-
tion of these websites are notable.54

A vital source for Ethiopian diaspora communications by the begin-
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ning of the twenty- /rst century was the Ethiopian Yellow Pages. Discussed 
at more length in chapter 9, this publication has morphed from a printed 
volume for the DC community to an online publication, which, in the 
words of its founder Yeshimebet “Tutu” Belay, is “more than a book.”55 
5e volume includes a section devoted to musicians, a contribution of the 
Ethiopian Yellow Pages vice president Yehunie Belay, who is a well- known 
traditional musician.

Ethiopians and Eritreans living abroad depend heavily on the inter-
net, which increasingly serves as the primary conduit for communications 
in diaspora.56 A study of the Eritrean website www .dehai .org, founded 
during the /rst years of Eritrean independence (1992– 2000), discussed 
the ways in which the “new forms of technological and geographical mo-
bility are giving rise to new publics and new public spheres that transform 
the meanings of community, citizenship, and nation.”57 On August 1, 2020,  
a new channel titled Trace Muzika was launched via the online streaming 
service habeshaview- app, performing “non- stop music” from Ethiopia and 
its diaspora. 5e channel ranks the top 10 Ethiopian songs and includes 
music from “diverse regions in Ethiopia.”58

Yet the internet is still not as readily accessible in Ethiopia itself, a re-
sult both of an insu@cient technological infrastructure and of restrictive 
government policies. 5is has particularly been the case since 2005, when 
many websites and blogs were blocked by the Ethiopian government, re-
strictions that were relaxed only in spring 2018.59

Rounding out the virtual sphere, there are Ethiopian radio and tele-
vision stations across the diaspora, most started by individual entrepre-
neurs. We can take as an example Radio DJ Endale Getahun, who in 2016 
began the /rst Ethiopian FM radio station in Aurora, Colorado (KETO 
93.9 FM).60 Endale works “through music.” He says, even though “I am 
not a composer or creator . . . I play and distribute both recordings and 
live shows.”61

Music is therefore ubiquitous across these intangible ethnic places as 
Ethiopians a;empt to overcome distances from the homeland and to forge 
new, virtual social networks among far- Hung diaspora locales.62 Many mu-
sicians advertise and distribute their own CDs and DVDs internationally, 
circulating clips or MP3s on the web.

By the mid- 1980s, Ethiopians se;led in many cities across the United 
States and Canada. Although many aspects of diaspora community life 
that have been noted are shared, a complex interaction of ethnic, cultural, 
and political factors combine to shape these North American Ethiopian 
diaspora communities in slightly di8erent ways. Here we will brieHy sur-
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vey some of the major issues that render each community distinctive; the 
economic and occupational pa;erns that shape these centers; and com-
plex issues related to religion and gender.

"e Politics of Diaspora Life

A range of political issues are never very far from the surface in most Ethi-
opian diaspora communities. 5e Ethiopian government’s implementation 
of the policy of ethnic federalism in 1993, which redrew provincial maps 
and renamed regions according to their majority ethnic population, has re-
sulted in continuing ethnic conHict both in the homeland and in diaspora.

From the earliest years of the diaspora, there were deep ethnic divi-
sions between Ethiopians and Eritreans, an outgrowth of the bi;er civil 
war that contributed to the fall of the emperor and resulted in Eritrean 
independence in the early 1990s. But, since 2000, Ethiopian- Eritrean ten-
sions have slowly receded, with a rapprochement o@cially taking place 
when Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed negotiated a peace treaty between the 
two nations on July 9, 2018, accelerating a healing process already under-
way both at home and abroad.63 5is reconciliation was, not surprisingly, 
celebrated through musical performances in Addis Ababa on July 15, 2018,  
with the “Declaration of Peace” concert at Addis Ababa’s Millennium Hall. 
5ere, singer Teddy Afro (Tewodros Kassahun) appeared alongside eight 
other famous musicians, who performed under giant portraits of the pres-
idents of Ethiopia and Eritrea.64

But if Ethiopian- Eritrean tensions have slowly receded in the diaspora, 
other new tensions have emerged, especially over the growth of Oromo 
political power in the homeland and e8orts toward Oromo autonomy. 
At the end of the revolution in 1991, forces from northern Tigray prov-
ince assumed power, with the TPLF (Tigray People’s Liberation Front) 
and EPRDF (Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front) es-
tablished as the ruling parties. AFer a yearlong a;empt at political co-
operation between the TPLF- EPRDF and the OLF (Oromo Liberation 
Front), the new government was threatened by the OLF’s growing na-
tionalism. EPRDF forces a;acked Oromo peoples in two southern re-
gions of the country, killing and displacing many. As a result, the OLF 
leF the government, further violence ensued, and many more Oromo 
migrated abroad.65 A number of displaced Oromo sought asylum in ex-
isting Oromo communities such as Minneapolis, Atlanta, and Sea;le, 
where, on arrival, they were described by the receiving communities as 
“traumatized.”66

Since the revolution as well, ethnic tensions have increased between 
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Ethiopians and Somalis from both the Ethiopian Ogaden region and ad-
jacent Somalia itself, who departed the Horn of Africa in response to sev-
eral waves of conHict. In part because of these tensions, refugees of Somali 
descent have tended to remain within their own social networks.

Diaspora communities have also increasingly taken political action and 
mounted protests over international events negatively a8ecting Ethiopia 
or its diaspora. For example, a sudden deportation of Ethiopian migrants 
from Saudi Arabia in 2013 caused an outcry among diaspora Ethiopians 
worldwide, who drew a;ention to “serious deportation abuses.” Initiatives 
included a le;er to the US State Department delivered to the Dallas fed-
eral courthouse by local Ethiopian community leader Mac Mekonnen. 
“Our immigrants in Saudi Arabia are being robbed and abused,” Mac told 
the local press.67

Economic and Occupational Pa!erns

5ere are shared occupational pa;erns across diaspora communities. First- 
generation diaspora Ethiopians have tended to cluster professionally in 
transportation and service industries, taking advantage of ethnic networks 
to obtain positions driving taxis, sta@ng parking garages, and working at 
airports.68 According to members of the community, working as a taxi 
driver enabled immigrants to act as their own bosses and was more lucra-
tive than other available employment. Beyond se;ing one’s own schedule, 
drivers placed a high premium on being able to park anywhere and felt 
that they could balance driving with other commitments such as child-
care or a;ending classes.69

Ethiopians continue to be well represented in the hospitality industry, 
many working in restaurants, hotels, and shops. Although an Ethiopian 
professional network is growing in business, law, and academia, especially 
among Ethiopian Americans of the second generation, many older immi-
grants remain limited by lack of Huency in English and seek positions in 
sectors such as elder care that can accommodate their linguistic and pro-
fessional skills.

Issues of Gender

Changing gender relations is a cultural arena characterized by both divi-
sions and concern across the Ethiopian diaspora. Many issues confront 
women from the Horn of Africa in diaspora communities, including con-
tinuing trauma from their journeys to the United States. Marriages made 
along the migration route oFen cannot withstand the pressures of reset-
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tlement; in many cases, tension has arisen when wives are younger and 
more adaptable than their husbands, who are accustomed to homeland 
patriarchal domination. Rese;lement in the North American diaspora 
presents challenges such as spousal abuse, which prove to be of height-
ened concern when instances of domestic violence lead to deportation of 
the abuser.70 Although a woman in diaspora has the power to call the po-
lice, once authorities are involved, a family may be divided and lose a ma-
jor breadwinner as well. Unlike in Ethiopia, in the diaspora there are no 
shämagəle (elders) who traditionally mediate family disputes. One there-
fore /nds an immigrant community that both su8ers from traumas and 
anger brought with them from Ethiopia and faces substantial challenges 
in adjusting to gender equality in diaspora life.

Newly founded social organizations try to address such problems. 
Groups such as the Adbar Women’s Alliance (AWA), founded in 1994 
in Cambridge, Massachuse;s, emerged from discussions among women 
a;ending the annual soccer tournaments in the early 1990s.71 Local re-
sources can also shape the institutions in a single diaspora community. 
For instance, a decision was made to establish the AWA in Cambridge, 
Massachuse;s, rather than in Washington, DC, because of the numerous 
universities and higher educational level in the area that founders thought 
would encourage acceptance of the organization. Despite this carefully 
chosen locale, traditional community a;itudes and issues of domestic vi-
olence have oFen continued. At the same time, women of the Ethiopian 
diaspora have made important contributions to the institutional and eco-
nomic lives of their new communities, initiatives that will be discussed in 
more detail in chapters 9 and 10.

A number of concerns cross ethnic, gender, and religious a@liations 
among all the immigrants from the Horn of Africa wherever they have 
se;led. Prominent among them is the question of where they will be bur-
ied at the end of their lives. 5is has been an especially pressing ma;er 
for aging /rst- generation immigrants who retain strong emotional ties to 
their homelands. As a result, many communities in diaspora maintain an 
old Ethiopian Christian tradition of founding social welfare organizations 
known as mahbär (mahber), as well as more recent neighborhood self- help 
organizations, əddər (edir) without religious ties.72 In both cases, mem-
bers make regular payments into a monthly fund and on the occasion of a 
death, the costs for repatriation and burial in Ethiopia are covered at least 
in part for a member.73

However, forty years or more of residence in diaspora have resulted 
in deeper a;achments among some /rst- generation immigrants to the 
United States, now the homeland of their US children. As a result, there 
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is an emerging trend for /rst- generation immigrants, especially Eritreans, 
to be buried in diaspora.74

A Comparative Perspective

Despite the prevalence of heterolocal residences in many metropolitan 
areas, third spaces such as Li;le Ethiopia in Los Angeles or the emerging 
Li;le Ethiopias in Washington, DC, Silver Spring, and Alexandria, provide 
a density of Ethiopian cultural life that is as exciting for longtime residents 
as for new arrivals. Singer Teshome Mitiku recalled that

I came to visit my brother Teddy [in Washington, DC] sometime in the 
early 90s. When I came here I was shocked. I never thought that such a 
large number of Ethiopians had migrated to this part of the world. I mean 
everywhere I went there were Ethiopians. I said to myself, “What am I do-
ing in Sweden? 5is is where I need to be.” 5en I went back to Sweden. . . . 
I gave my apartment to a friend and I was gone. As soon as I arrived here, 
I got involved in a lot of Ethiopian activities, including music, fundraising 
for di8erent causes. I became socially involved with the community. 5at 
kept me going.75

Yet, although there is Ethiopian musical activity across a full range of 
ethnic places in most Ethiopian diaspora locales, especially on days of re-
ligious, historical, and political signi/cance, there are real logistical and 
economic challenges to uniting these widely sca;ered communities.

Most Ethiopian diaspora communities have both signi/cant similari-
ties and some striking di8erences. Some communities may have slightly 
more residential clustering that results from their cities’ smaller geograph-
ical spread than do those of the DC metropolitan area, Los Angeles, or the 
San Francisco Bay Area, allowing ethnic places and sociocommerscapes to 
generate an abiding sense of community in these locales as well. (See ap-
pendix for an overview of selected Ethiopian diaspora communities across 
the United States.) 5e earlier immigrants, primarily Ethiopian Christians 
and Eritreans from the highland region, are be;er institutionalized and are 
more comfortable with displaying their ethnic identities. In contrast, refu-
gees of Oromo or Somali descent tend to be more recent arrivals and less 
numerous except in Minneapolis and a few other diaspora locales. 5ey 
are less inclined to publicly display their identity, both out of ambivalence 
about their Ethiopian pasts, and, for many, out of concerns related to em-
phasizing their Muslim identities in the post- 9/11 United States.

In part as a result of the dispersed nature of their residences across large 
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metropolitan areas, Ethiopians in Washington, DC, Los Angeles, and the 
San Francisco Bay Area tend to have more contact with others across eth-
nic and racial boundaries than do Ethiopians, Eritreans, and Oromo living 
in smaller communities in midwestern, southern, and southeastern locales. 
Similarly, Ethiopians in New York City, for the most part, lack well-de/ned 
ethnic places in which they can express their identities. But changing eco-
nomic and social conditions also reshape relationships within a commu-
nity and transform local ethnic and class divisions over time, as do both 
homeland and US domestic politics.

Musicians are present and actively performing in many of the commu-
nities surveyed in the appendix, many standing out for the important work 
they have done on behalf of the traditions they transmit and the communi-
ties they represent. But the waves of homeland and diaspora political cur-
rents circulating through individual communications and virtual channels 
are ever volatile, galvanizing political positions that can quickly give rise 
to disturbing outcomes. Such events have on occasion directly threatened 
the careers of even the most beloved musicians.

Political controversies can emerge unexpectedly from seemingly in-
nocuous events, with devastating consequences for some individuals. One 
such diaspora controversy involved a well- known Ethiopian immigrant 
singer of Gurage descent in Washington DC, Abonesh “Abiti” Adinew. In 
a diaspora poised to respond to highly charged political issues, a musician 
became the epicenter of a heated conHict.

Abonesh “Abiti” Adinew

Born in 1970 in a Gurage region about one hundred kilometers southwest 
of Addis Ababa and a specialist in bahelawi (cultural) music, Abonesh has 
been widely admired for her ability to sing in a variety of Ethiopian lan-
guages in addition to her native Guraginya language and to perform in 
many regional styles. As Abonesh noted,

I can’t talk Somali, but I can sing it. Ethiopia has di8erent ethnicities and 
they have di8erent cultures, they have di8erent foods, and I like to ex-
plain to the people that culture. When you sing Orominya, the dance, the 
clothes, and everything, the music is di8erent and beautiful. . . . Because 
if you explain about culture, about life, even about politics, you can ex-
plain through music.76

During the revolution, just aFer her ninth- grade year in school, 
Abonesh was recruited to become a member of the Kebur Zebenya, the 
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Imperial Bodyguard Orchestra in Addis Ababa. She performed with the 
ensemble until, in 1991, the new government suddenly dissolved the or-
chestra, arrested some members, and vandalized the ensemble’s headquar-
ters, during which many of its recordings were also destroyed. Abonesh 
then joined the Ras 5eatre for two years, moving next to the National 
5eatre and singing at an Addis Ababa nightclub.

With employment becoming increasingly uncertain, Abonesh followed 
many other musicians and decided to leave the country. In 1998, while in 
Washington, DC, on a musical tour arranged by the Ethiopian govern-
ment, Abonesh sought and received asylum, eventually becoming a US 
citizen. Well known for her rendition of the song discussed at the begin-
ning of chapter 5, “Harar Dire Dawa,” which describes the experience of 
refugees and the various overland routes they followed to leave Ethiopia, 
Abonesh quickly established a lively career traveling to perform in vari-
ous communities. Abonesh and her husband opened a restaurant on 9th 
Street near Howard University, called aFer her nickname, Abiti, where she 
performed regularly for a growing clientele.

Seven years aFer arriving in the United States, Abonesh returned for 
the /rst time to Ethiopia. It was a tense period aFer disputed 2005 elec-
tions, a di@cult political moment for Ethiopia and its diaspora.77 Ethiopi-
ans were excited that Abonesh had returned for a visit, and she received a 
great deal of media a;ention. During one radio appearance, Abonesh was 
asked what she thought about the changes in the country since her depar-
ture, and she responded positively, commenting that the changes in Addis 
Ababa looked very good to her. Word of this interview spread rapidly via 
the internet, and many in diaspora were infuriated by what they perceived 
as praise by Abonesh for the Ethiopian government.78

Upon her return to the United States, Abonesh received death threats 
and had to hire guards when she performed. She and her husband struggled 
to keep their restaurant open but were eventually forced to close it as a re-
sult of boyco;s by patrons angered by the radio interview. Abonesh could 
no longer perform safely in the Washington, DC, area and, for a time, trav-
eled to sing in Las Vegas, Sea;le, and Atlanta and abroad in Sweden, En-
gland, and Germany. 5e pressures of diaspora rage on the singer and her 
family were extreme.

Despite the disruptions in her life, Abonesh continued to devote herself 
to important causes, organizing music for a World Refugee Day in Wash-
ington, DC, and participating in a fundraising video released by Washing-
ton, DC’s Kedus Gabriel EOT Church.79 She made recordings on behalf of 
AIDS relief and to support a /stula clinic in Ethiopia.80 “It’s like anything 
she can do to help in her power, she does it,” commented her husband.81 
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By 2008, however, Abonesh decided to stop singing Ethiopian traditional 
music and began to focus exclusively on performing Ethiopian gospel mu-
sic. A Facebook post by Abonesh stated that “In my future life, I will sing 
only for MY GOD! I wished for a long time to be a gospel singer. GOD 
allows this now.”82

If Abonesh’s radio interview and diaspora response had a devastating 
impact on this singer’s life and musical career, other controversies, large 
and small, have intermi;ently engaged the growing number of Ethiopian 
diaspora communities in North America. But, throughout this process of 
migration and diaspora growth, Ethiopian musicians have continued to 
make music, their performances suspended between sound worlds of the 
past and diasporic innovations. 5e following chapter moves toward a 
de/nition of the Ethiopian sound and traces its collective and individual 
pathways over more than forty years of transformational mobility.
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Chapter Seven

1. Kane, Dictionary, 18.
2. Nina Sun Eidsheim, Sensing Sound: Singing and Listening as Vibrational Practice 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015), 12. Other points raised by Eidsheim are 
quite congruent with directions I take in this chapter. She suggests transferring “the 
privilege of authorship to the listener” and that “to focus analytically on the listener 
allows us to read and interrogate the impact of a piece of music as it is experienced by 
a listener who is encultured in a given way” (5). Here I pay ample a,ention to inter-
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