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HEWAN SEMON MARYE, The Rhetorics and Polemics of Humor in Addis
Abdba, 2005-2019, PhD Dissertation in Ethiopian Studies, Faculty
of Humanities at the Universitydt Hamburg, defended on 5 July 2021.

This dissertation primarily introduced the Amharic word édwata as the equiva-
lent for the English word humour, implementing the word to describe the phe-
nomenon of joke telling and humorous conversation. Addis Abéba is the focus
of this study as it is the political, economic, and cultural centre of the country
during the period investigated.

Chapter 1 discusses ¢dwata in Ethiopian historiography and reveals how hu-
mour plays a part in Ethiopian oral culture, a part that has not been previously
seriously collected and studied. Chapter 2, 3, and 4 discuss humour in three
venues in Addis Abédba: parliament, theatre, and public spaces (namely the min-
ibuses, and public demonstrations). In each chapter, a particular case study is
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discussed for its brand of ¢dwata and the purposes it serves relevant to its venue.
Each of these chapters begins with a historical investigation contextualizing the
discussed venue, following which the jokes are presented, translated, and dis-
cussed. At a micro level, all jokes in the three chapters have been discussed
individually to categorize to what kind of humour theory they are appropriate.
Relief theory and disparaging theory are the two categories of humour imple-
mented in discussing the purpose and effects of the jokes collected.

The question at the base of the research was, what role does humour have in
contemporary Addis Abdba? The thesis posits the purpose of humour to be a
self-reflective activity, a means of speaking truth to power, educational or di-
dactic; a negotiation with power across political elite and with the general pub-
lic; and finally a source of entertainment.

The value of the research undertaken is in demonstrating that aside from the
serious written and documented political culture in Ethiopia, the relationship
between the Ethiopian government and the general public can also be studied
from Ethiopians’ oral cultures. Disregarding the jokes discussed beyond the case
studies, the number of jokes in this thesis total 146. Taken from a mix of each
joke’s microanalysis, participant observation, and historical investigation, as
well as theories and conjectures, each chapter provides an analysis of the politi-
cal and social realities of contemporary Addis Abdba. The cdwata studied in this
dissertation illuminates an informal and often elusive sphere of communication
between the government and the public. Some aspects of the relationship of
Addis Abdba with the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), especially post-2005, are highlighted in jokes made both by the ruling
elite and by the urban dweller.
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