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Glossary of

Chra wata
Kebro

kirar

embelta

meleket

Shambeko

local terms

A string spike fiddle musical instrument.
A Percussion musical instrument played by beating with the hands.

A bowl lyre-type chordophone with 5 or 6 strings,

A wind instrument made from metal or horn, often producing a buzzing or
trumpeting sound.

A long metal trumpet-like wind instrument.

A traditional wooden flute made from bamboo or reed.
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Abstract

This study explored the reflections of cultural, ideological, and philosophical themes embedded in
traditional Tigrigna songs of Tigrai during the period 2008-2011 E.C. Employing a textual
analysis methodology, the research draws on lyric analysis, in-depth interviews, and focused
group discussions to uncover how these songs serve as repositories of communal memory, identity,
and belief systems. The findings reveal those traditional songs prominently express nationalism
and patriotism, reaffirming the significance of music in fostering unity and collective identity
during times of sociopolitical upheaval. Philosophically, the songs convey deep spiritual
convictions and moral teachings, revealing how musical expression becomes a conduit for
articulating ethical principles and metaphysical perspectives. Culturally, symbolism is intricately
woven into the lyrical narratives, using metaphor, allegory, and imagery to communicate complex
meanings tied to both historical experience and communal values. These symbolic layers
strengthen intergenerational knowledge transfer, reinforcing cultural consciousness and
ideological coherence. The study concludes that Tigrigna traditional songs are not merely artistic
expressions but vital cultural texts that bridge past and present, sustain identity, and inspire
resilience. Their continued preservation and integration into educational and community

frameworks are essential to safeguarding Tigrai’s intangible heritage.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the Study

Traditional songs are predominantly performed using indigenous instruments and are deeply
rooted in the cultural, historical, and social contexts of a community These songs are deeply woven
into the cultural identity of the community, expressing their values, convictions, and social
traditions. The melodies, rhythms, and lyrics of traditional songs are shaped by a community’s
history and passed down through generations, serving as a means of preserving and transmitting
cultural knowledge. In addition to their artistic significance, these songs serve an instructive

purpose, promoting ethical lessons and fostering a sense of community unity.

In Tigrai, Tigrigna traditional songs have been a vital component of the region’s cultural heritage.
Performed with instruments such as the kirar, chira, shambeko, kebero, embelta, and melket, these
songs have been central to the daily lives and social rituals of the Tigrai people They are presented
at rituals, community gatherings, and festive occasions, functioning beyond entertainment as a
means of transmitting collective experiences, preserving history, and affirming cultural norms.
The lyrics frequently draw on historical events, ethical teachings, the natural world, social
responsibilities, and human relationships. Using poetic expression and symbolic imagery, these
songs communicate emotions like grief, pride, and hope, providing a platform for both individual

and communal expression.

The research explored how major themes such as nationalism, spirituality, and symbolism are
represented in these songs. Nationalism emerged in the form of collective identity and pride, rooted
in shared cultural memory and historical experience. Spirituality serves as the blueprint for a
society's moral code. It weaves together threads of respect, metaphysical inquiry, and the enduring
wisdom of the past. Symbolism, expressed through metaphors and allegories, conveyed deeper
meanings about social and natural phenomena. These aspects reinforced the songs’ educational
and social roles, safeguarding the continuity of Tigray’s cultural identity while conveying the

community’s shared values and perspectives.



The research leveraged the principles of nationalism theory to show how cultural expressions, like
Tigrigna music, cultivate a collective sense of unity and historical consciousness. Symbolic
interactionism provided a lens for analyzing the metaphors, allegories, and symbolic imagery
through which complex cultural and philosophical ideas were communicated. Ethnomusicological
theory supported the interpretation of these songs as cultural artifacts and social practices rooted
in rituals and communal life. Drawing from aesthetic theory, the analysis showed how Tigrigna
traditional songs transmit beauty, moral values, and emotional truths, thereby enhancing their

expressive and ethical meaning.

From these theoretical foundations, the conceptual framework of the study was developed.
Patriotism, framed as a form of cultural nationalism, encompassed the expression of collective
pride and unity informed by the historical experiences of the Tigray people. Spiritual values and a
connection to the divine were expressed in the lyrics of the songs, which also provided moral
guidance and ethical standards derived from cultural beliefs. Symbolism involved the use of
metaphors and allegories to communicate layered meanings, frequently drawing on elements from
nature, objects, and animals to convey philosophical insights and collective memory. These three
dimensions were closely interrelated: cultural values and symbolic expression often reinforced
ideological notions such as patriotism, while spirituality intersected with both cultural and

ideological aspects.



1.2 Statement of the Problem

Tigrigna traditional songs of Tigrai play profoundly reflect the cultural, ideological, and
philosophical identity of the Tigrai people. Although these songs hold considerable importance,
their meanings and the societal changes they reflect have not been thoroughly examined Much of
the research on traditional music has concentrated on its musical structures and performance styles,
often overlooking the ideological, symbolic, and philosophical messages conveyed through the
lyrics. While some studies have examined the structure and instrumentation of traditional Tigrigna
songs, their deeper symbolic and meaningful aspects have been largely ignored. (Gebremariam,
2015; Alemu, 2013), there has been relatively little attention given to their deeper symbolic
dimensions and meanings. Spiritual reflections embedded in the lyrical content of Tigrigna

traditional songs.

During the critical period of 2008-2011 EC, Tigray underwent significant social and political
changes that profoundly impacted artistic expression. Aalen and Tronvoll (2009). Traditional
songs from this period reflect themes of resilience, identity, and communal solidarity, yet little
research has been conducted to analyze their role in shaping public consciousness and expressing
nationalist sentiment. Despite their importance in contemporary discussions on culture,
spirituality, identity, and social change, the symbolic and philosophical elements of these songs
remain largely unexplored. Understanding the link between traditional music and evolving socio-
political dynamics requires investigating these aspects. According to Tesfay (2017), traditional
songs serve as both historical testimony and ideological commentary, particularly during periods
of social upheaval. Nevertheless, existing research has overlooked the unique role of traditional
Tigrigna songs in shaping cultural consciousness and preserving the philosophical and spiritual

worldview of the people.

As song texts, Tigrigna traditional songs serves as cultural archives, preserving collective memory
and transmitting philosophical and spiritual knowledge across generations (Hailu, 2012). In the
face of increasing cultural erosion due to modernization and globalization, the absence of focused
academic attention on these lyrical traditions poses a risk to their preservation. A critical

examination of their thematic significance particularly their symbolic richness and ideological



depth during transitional periods is essential to ensure that these cultural expressions are not lost

or misinterpreted over time.

This research was inspired by a personal and academic engagement with Tigrigna traditional songs
and their enduring relevance. Having been raised in a setting where these songs were an integral
part of daily life, communal gatherings, and ceremonies, the researcher cultivated a profound
appreciation for their expressive, exploring these songs' deep symbolic and philosophical layers,
which articulate complex ideas about national identity, history, and spiritual resilience, prompted
this scholarly investigation. The emotional impact, metaphorical richness, and ideological
importance of the songs were the main motivators for the researcher to contribute to their academic

documentation and cultural preservation.

This study addresses a gap in existing scholarship by analyzing selected songs from this critical
period, focusing on their cultural, ideological, and philosophical dimensions. By doing so, it
provides a more profound understanding of how traditional music reflects the historical

consciousness, spiritual values, and collective identity of the Tigrai people (Mekonnen, 2016).

1.3 Objective of the Study
1.3.1 General Objective

This research examines traditional songs from 2008 to 2011 EC to identify how they reflect the

cultural, ideological, and philosophical elements of society.

1.3.2 Specific Objective of the Study

This study has the following specific objectives
1. Analyze the expression of nationalism in traditional song lyrics.
2. Analyze philosophical reflections on spirituality embedded in the songs.

3. Analyze the use of symbolism in conveying cultural meanings.



1.4. Significance of the Study

This research has significance in several areas related to the preservation and understanding of
cultural heritage This work helps document traditional songs that express cultural, ideological, and
philosophical themes, thereby aiding in the preservation of intangible heritage. These results
provide valuable guidance for schools, cultural and linguistic research centers, and anyone
engaged with traditional music, literature, or cultural scholarship. The study also establishes a basis
for future academic work, encouraging continued research and interdisciplinary engagement with

the social functions of traditional arts.
1.5 Scope of the Study

This study analyzes a selection of traditional Tigrigna songs from the 2008-2011 EC period,
focusing on how their lyrics express cultural, ideological, and philosophical themes. The study
specifically analyzes how these songs reflect nationalism, spirituality, and symbolism. The scope
of the research is limited to songs performed by the Tigrai people in the Tigrigna language. By
narrowing the scope to these key dimensions, the research aims to provide a deeper understanding
of how traditional songs function as expressions of collective identity, spiritual reflection, and the

meaning conveyed through symbols within the socio-political context of that time.

1.6 Limitation of the Study

One key constraint of this research is the difficulty in accessing some materials, owing to the
absence of a systematically organized collection of traditional songs, notably from Tigrai TV, a
primary source of such materials. Additionally, the lack of systematic documentation and
preservation of traditional music presents challenges in obtaining a complete and representative

selection of songs.

1.7 Organization of the Study

This study is organized into five chapters. The first chapter introduces the study, outlining the
background, problem statement, research questions, objectives, significance, scope, and
theoretical and conceptual underpinnings. Chapter Two provides a review of related literature,

discussing previous studies and scholarly perspectives relevant to the cultural, ideological, and



philosophical elements reflected in Tigrigna traditional songs. Chapter Three outlines the research
methodology, detailing the research design, sampling techniques, data collection methods, and
analytical approaches used in the study. Chapter Four presents the findings and analysis,
examining how the selected songs from 2008-2011 EC reflect the identified thematic elements.
Chapter Five offers the summary, conclusions, and recommendations based on the findings.
References and appendices are placed at the end of the study to support the research content and

offer additional information.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Philosophical, Cultural, and Ideological Dimensions of Traditional Songs

The philosophical dimension of traditional songs encompasses the articulation of values, beliefs,
and conceptual worldviews through musical and lyrical expression. According to Agawu (2003),
music operates as a mode of intellectual discourse, providing a medium for reflecting on existence,
moral principles, and human experience. Nketia (1974) similarly notes that musical forms
articulate abstract thought, enabling communities to encode ethical principles, existential
reflections, and worldviews through song structures, rhythms, and lyrics. In many cultural settings,
traditional songs embody themes of love, spirituality, and moral reasoning, showing that they
convey philosophical depth by expressing the intellectual and ethical perspectives of their
communities. The philosophical dimension in music thus refers to the underlying ideas and
systems of thought encoded within musical expression, beyond its entertainment or functional

purposes.

From a cultural perspective, songs mirror shared values, symbolic traditions, and aesthetic ideals.
Merriam (1964) highlights that music is firmly embedded in cultural contexts, representing
collective meanings and worldviews. Similarly, Shelemay (2001) underscores music’s role in
expressing cultural identity and heritage, functioning as a symbolic medium through which

societies articulate their conceptual frameworks.

Traditional songs employ symbolic imagery, metaphor, and culturally significant motifs to
represent concepts such as respect, communal solidarity, and historical consciousness. Culture in

songs thus refers to the encoded collective knowledge, norms, and worldview of the community.

The ideological dimension relates to how music communicates belief systems, social norms, and
collective consciousness. Frith (1996) notes that music embodies ideological content by expressing
shared values, identity markers, and social order. Turino (2008) highlights that musical
participation is intertwined with ideas of community, nationhood, and social identity, showing how
music serves as a medium for articulating collective beliefs. In traditional songs, ideological

elements are often expressed through themes such as nationalism, gender relations, and moral
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values. The ideological dimension of music thus refers to the social and political viewpoints
symbolically conveyed within musical expression, extending beyond its social or educational
roles. traditional songs integrate philosophical insights, cultural concepts, and ideological
frameworks within their musical and lyrical structures. Philosophy reflects abstract thought and
ethical reflection, culture conveys collective identity and symbolic systems, and ideology
expresses social beliefs and normative structures. Examining these dimensions highlights the
intellectual depth of traditional music, demonstrating that songs function not only as entertainment

but also as significant vessels of ideas, values, and collective knowledge within societies.
2.1.1. The Meaning of Traditional Songs

Traditional songs constitute an essential part of cultural heritage, preserving history, social values,
and artistic expression. Scholars emphasize their oral transmission, collective character, and

profound link to cultural identity.

Blacking (1973) characterizes traditional music as “humanly organized sound,” illustrating how it
mirrors the social and cultural systems of the communities that produce it. He stresses that
traditional songs transcend artistic expression, functioning as living traditions that adapt across

generations while safeguarding essential cultural values.

Merriam (1964) outlines the ten functions of music, arguing that traditional songs play key roles
in social integration, emotional expression, and cultural continuity. He notes that traditional songs
function as carriers of knowledge, strengthen communal identity, and fulfill ritual roles. Building

on this view,

Nettl (2005) highlights their oral transmission, stressing that they are not static creations but
adaptable forms that shift in response to social and historical change. He asserts that traditional
songs embody the values and ideologies of their communities, often blending myth, history, and

moral teachings.

In ethnomusicology, Turino's (2008) framework identifies traditional songs as "participatory
music," highlighting their role in bringing communities together through active involvement rather
than being performed for passive audiences. This communal nature distinguishes traditional songs

from commercial or art music.



For the purposes of this study, traditional songs are understood as musical compositions performed
with traditional Tigrigna instruments, including the Kirar, chira, and shambeko. These songs serve
as crucial expressions of Tigrai’s cultural and ideological identity, reflecting historical narratives,

social structures, and philosophical ideas.
2.1.2. Concepts of Ethnomusicology

Ethnomusicology is an interdisciplinary field that explores the relationship between music, culture,
and society. It is concerned with understanding how music functions within different cultural
contexts and how music-making practices are deeply embedded in the values, beliefs, and social
structures of a community. Ethnomusicology scholars stress that music should be understood not

merely as an art form but also as a social, historical, and cultural phenomenon.

Merriam (1964) defines ethnomusicology as “the study of music in culture”, emphasizing the need
to understand music within its cultural and social context. This perspective suggests that music
cannot be understood in isolation but must be examined in relation to the people who create and
perform it, as well as the society in which it exists. Merriam’s perspective highlights the
significance of viewing music as a form of cultural expression that conveys identity, values, and

societal structures.

Building on Merriam’s definition, Nettl (2005) underscores the importance of examining the role
of music within cultural life. He further emphasizes that ethnomusicology encompasses the study
of all musical traditions in their cultural contexts, rather than being limited to non-Western or
traditional music. He also highlights the role of musical performance, rituals, and symbolism in
shaping cultural identity. Nettle’s approach aligns with the field’s broader goal of exploring how

music reflects and reinforces social, ideological, and philosophical values.

Turino (2008) offers a comprehensive framework for understanding music, distinguishing three
principal modes of musical engagement: participatory, presentational, and community-based. In
traditional Tigrigna music, performances predominantly follow the participatory mode,
emphasizing collective involvement and shared experience rather than individual display.
Instruments such as the kirar, chira, and shambeko play a central role in facilitating this communal
musical interaction. play a key role in facilitating social interaction, expressing emotions, and

transmitting cultural knowledge.



According to Christopher Small (1998), music is fundamentally a social act—what he terms
“musicking”—where participation in musical events strengthens social bonds and cultural identity.
In the context of Tigrigna songs, this concept helps explain how music reinforces community
cohesion and shared values. Similarly, Merriam (1964) emphasizes that music functions not only
as an artistic medium but also as a social process that conveys cultural meanings and supports

societal structures.

Catherine Bell (1997), who highlights how ritual practices maintain cultural continuity and
reinforce collective memory. In Tigrigna traditional songs, ritual music is intimately connected to
spirituality, social cohesion, and the promotion of communal harmony. This study adopts
ethnomusicology as its methodological foundation to analyze traditional songs produced between
2008 and 2011 EC. Ethnomusicology provides a lens through which to explore the embedding of
these songs in the social and cultural fabric of the Tigrai people, reflecting ideological,
philosophical, and cultural dimensions. Scholars such as Bruno Nettl (2005) and Alan P. Merriam
(1964) emphasize ethnomusicology’s ability to reveal music’s societal roles, particularly in

processes of socialization, identity formation, and the transmission of cultural values.

2.1.3. Characteristics of Music

Music is a universal language used by people from all backgrounds to express emotions and
reactions in various situations, such as celebrations, times of grief, periods of hardship, and even
hunting love, and empathy. As a matter of fact, this music has its own exceptional and different

characteristics.

Melody: Melody in music is primarily characterized by three elements: motives, phrases, and
periods. Motives are the least music element that combines to framework phrases. A phrase
represents the largest unit of a melody and is typically divided into two sections: the antecedent
and the consequent. The antecedent phrase occurs first, followed by the consequent phrase. Both
phrases should sound complete in themselves. Analogous to grammar, the antecedent phrase can

be compared to the first part of a sentence that is separated by a semicolon.

Harmony: The characteristics of harmony break down into two types of chords and arpeggios.

Chords consist of notes played simultaneously and are commonly found in rock, classical, and jazz

10



music. The classical music period emphasized clear melodic lines; a principle also evident in
various forms of popular music. Chords can be separated into arpeggios, in which the notes are

performed consecutively rather than at the same time.

Rhythm: Rhythm creates another three characteristics of music Mono rhythmic rhythms maintain
the greatest rhythmic clarity, as only a single rhythm is performed at a time. In mono rhythmic
music, the melody, harmony, and rhythm progress together. By contrast, polyrhythmic music
incorporates several simultaneous rhythms, producing intricate rhythmic textures; this approach is
prevalent, as melody, harmony, and rhythm seldom follow identical rhythmic patterns.
Additionally, tempo governs the speed of a piece and can significantly influence how the music is

perceived.

Timbre: Timbre constitutes a core element of music, determining the texture and sonic richness
of a composition. It is generally classified into two categories: instrumental and orchestral.
Instrumental timbre refers to the distinctive sound produced by a single instrument. For instance,
a clarinet and an oboe, both have different timbres, or tone colours, that segregate each other. In
orchestral or ensemble timbre, the focus shifts from individual tone colors to the collective sound
produced by multiple instruments. For example, the sound of a cello and a baritone can be
combined to produce a unique result that blends the specific qualities of each instrument. The

potential for these combinations is vast.

Form: Form refers to the organizational aspect of music that arranges its elements into a coherent
structure, enabling listeners to perceive musical objectives and progression. For instance, rock
music often follows a simple ABA structure, where the first section introduces a specific melody,
the second section presents a contrasting melody, and the final section returns to the original

melody.

2.1.4. Symbolism in Traditional Songs

Symbolism plays a key communicative role in Tigrigna traditional songs, functioning not only as
artistic decoration but also as a significant cultural mechanism for conveying values, beliefs, and
social experiences. These songs frequently utilize metaphors derived from nature, animals, and

rural life symbols that carry deep cultural associations and shared meanings within the Tigrai
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community. Mountains, for example, are not just geological formations but emblems of resilience,
endurance, and ancestral rootedness, especially in a region historically associated with struggle
and survival. Similarly, lions are emblematic of courage, leadership, and honor, often used to
praise heroes, patriots, or strong leaders. Rivers in Tigrigna traditional songs symbolize the
continuity of life, the flow of time, and generational progression, implying that joy and sorrow,

like flowing water, are persistent, constantly evolving, and never stagnant.

These symbols function as cultural shorthand, transmitting communal values through succinct yet
powerful imagery that engages both the emotions and intellect of the audience. By embedding
complex meanings in everyday imagery, traditional songs make abstract or sensitive topics such
as death, love, spiritual longing, or political resistance accessible to a wide audience, including
those with limited formal education. In doing so, they also reinforce the oral tradition's mnemonic
power, allowing these cultural teachings to be remembered, interpreted, and reinterpreted over

generations.

Finnegan (1970), emphasizes that symbolism is not a decorative device but an integral part of
meaning-making in African oral traditions. She notes that metaphors serve as a "coded language”
one that invites multiple interpretations, depending on the listener’s knowledge, experience, and
context. This allows oral poetry and music to function on several levels at once: as entertainment,
moral instruction, historical record, and spiritual expression. In the Tigrigna context, this
interpretive openness enriches the listener's engagement, making each song not only a performance

but a site of reflection and cultural negotiation.
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2.1.5. Nationalism in Traditional Songs

Nationalism is a prevalent theme in Tigrigna traditional songs, particularly in the context of
historical resistance and liberation movements. The songs often pay tribute to local heroes, recount
the struggles of conflict, and reinforce a collective sense of identity and regional pride. They act
as a vital means of preserving historical memory, maintaining the story of perseverance, solidarity,

and collective resilience.

Turino (2008) explains that music is instrumental in constructing national identity, especially
during times of social and political upheaval. He argues that music's communal and performative
nature helps build a shared identity and preserve historical memory, a role that becomes especially
important during times of social change or conflict. during times of resistance and social upheaval.
Songs that recount the hardships of conflict or the triumphs of national heroes enable the

community to maintain a sense of unity and pride, reinforcing their resistance against oppression.

Shelemay (2007) highlights the role of traditional songs in preserving historical memory,
particularly during times of conflict and national struggle. Shelemay argues that music functions
as a historical archive, recording the collective experiences and struggles of the people. Through
songs, communities not only preserve their shared history but also cultivate a sense of national

consciousness and collective resilience, which strengthens their resolve in the face of adversity.

2.1.6. Spirituality in Traditional Songs

Spirituality is a significant theme in Tigrigna traditional songs, reflecting the peoples deep
religious, ethical, and philosophical worldview. These songs often explore themes like divine
justice, destiny, human suffering, blessings, and the ethical order of the universe. Music becomes
a spiritual mirror through which individuals and communities reflect on their lives in relation to
both divine order and earthly realities. These songs are more than just performances; they serve as

a way for the community to reflect, mourn, express gratitude, and pass on moral lessons.

Ashenafi (1971), in his influential work Roots of Black Music, emphasizes that traditional
Ethiopian music—both sacred and secular—is profoundly shaped by a religious consciousness
that penetrates daily life. He points out that Tigrigna songs, even outside the liturgical setting,

often echo themes central to Ethiopian Orthodox spirituality, such as humility before God,
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endurance through suffering, and the hope for divine justice. According to Kebede, these songs
reflect a cultural worldview where the divine is not distant but intimately present in personal and

communal experiences, making music a vital vehicle for both moral and spiritual expression.

Merriam (1964) further supports this understanding by suggesting that in many African cultures,
traditional music serves as a bridge between the spiritual and material realms. Music serves not
merely as entertainment but also as a way to engage with fundamental questions about life, destiny,
suffering, and the unseen forces influencing human existence. In the Tigrigna tradition, the
spiritual role of music becomes particularly clear during times of crisis, mourning, or celebration,
when songs are used to communicate collective messages and emotions. express inner anguish, or
reinforce moral responsibility within the community. These spiritual songs therefore fulfill a dual

role: reinforcing communal beliefs while offering both emotional support and moral guidance.
2.2 Review of Related Studies Conducted So Far

Scholarly inquiry into traditional Ethiopian songs has uncovered rich intersections of cultural,
ideological, and philosophical meanings. Within this body of work, several researchers have
analyzed traditional music through the lenses of nationalism, spirituality, symbolism, and moral
values, though studies focusing specifically on Tigrigna songs from 2008 to 2011 EC remain

limited.

Ethiopian music scholarship has largely emphasized periods of political upheaval, particularly
during the Ethiopian Revolution and the armed struggle led by the Tigrai People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF). Berhanu's (2004) analysis provides a comprehensive look at how political songs were
used as tools for mass mobilization during critical periods, highlighting their effective lyrical and
performative strategies. Similarly, Demissie (2010) documents the role of music in constructing
collective memory and reinforcing ideological narratives during the liberation era. However, these
studies generally concentrate on earlier periods and broader national contexts, with limited
attention to how nationalist themes evolved in Tigrigna music in the years following the armed

struggle, particularly between 2008 and 2011 EC.

Kaplan (1994) presents a foundational study of Ethiopian religious music, exploring how

theological and moral messages are conveyed through musical performance and lyrical
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composition. His work highlights the didactic function of music in religious settings, especially
within Ethiopian Orthodox traditions. A recent study by Tadesse (2012) explores the blend of
secular and spiritual themes in regional musical traditions. However, the existing academic
literature still lacks detailed studies on how spirituality is specifically expressed in Tigrigna
traditional music from the 2008-2011 EC period.

Studies on metaphor and symbolism in Ethiopian music have identified a range of linguistic and
cultural strategies that deepen emotional and philosophical meanings. Shelemay's (2006) work
explains how Ethiopian musicians use metaphors from nature, history, and religion to
communicate complex social and emotional experiences. Gebrehiwet (2011) provides a more
regionally focused study on Tigrigna proverbs and metaphorical expressions, but his work does
not extend specifically to song lyrics. There remains a lack of focused research on the symbolic
structures used in Tigrigna songs during the late 2000s and early 2010s, particularly in the context

of socio-political transformation.

Levine (1974) and Uhlig (2013) have shown how Ethiopian oral traditions—including music—
function as vehicles for cultural preservation and moral education. Their work emphasizes the role
of music in transmitting values such as humility, resilience, historical consciousness, and social
responsibility across generations. Yet, the particular ways in which these values manifest through
themes of nationalism, spirituality, and symbolic expression in Tigrigna traditional songs during

the 2008-2011 EC period remain an underexplored area of scholarly attention.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Approach

This study is grounded in a textual analysis approach, which emphasizes close reading and
interpretation of cultural texts in this case, Tigrigna traditional songs. This approach allows for a
deep engagement with the symbolic, ideological, and philosophical content encoded in the lyrics
and structure of songs. Textual analysis is a research technique that examines how meaning is
shaped by language, metaphor, storytelling, and performance within a given social, cultural, and

historical environment.

As Denzin and Lincoln (2011) have noted, these interpretive approaches are vital for uncovering
the deeper, layered meanings found within expressive cultural forms. Applying this approach to
songs allows for the exploration of how music mirrors and shapes Tigrai’s collective identity,
cultural norms, and historical consciousness. This approach avoids collecting broad, general data
in favor of deep interpretation, making it especially effective for exploring how traditional music

engages with themes such as nationalism, gender, spirituality, and morality.

3.2 Research Method

This study employed a qualitative research approach, specifically utilizing textual analysis to
critically examine selected Tigrigna traditional songs composed between 2008 and 2011 EC. This
method involves an in-depth analysis of lyrics, thematic elements, stylistic features, and symbolic
representations to reveal the socio-cultural, ideological, and philosophical dimensions embedded
in the songs. By treating these songs as texts, the analysis emphasizes their content, structure, and

intertextual meanings.

Textual analysis offers a framework for understanding how songs convey values, beliefs, and
social commentary, while also considering their role within wider political and cultural settings.
This method is particularly fitting for examining oral traditions where meaning is influenced not
just by the lyrics but also by context, tone, and audience reception. In the analysis of Tigrigna

songs, researchers focus on identifying recurring motifs, metaphors, and cultural references to
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understand how the music reflects the socio-political realities of its time. The method also
accommodates the examination of both lyrical content and the cultural function of these songs in

preserving memory, transmitting values, and negotiating identity within Tigraian society.

3.3 Data Sampling

This research uses purposive sampling, a non-probability method, to deliberately select a focused
and representative sample of both songs and participants. This technique allows for the careful
choice of cases that are most relevant to the study’s goals. Are particularly rich in information and
directly relevant to the study’s core themes, such as nationalism, spirituality, and symbolism. This
approach allows the researcher to focus on the most relevant materials and individuals, enhancing

the depth and specific context of the study's findings.

Songs from 2008 to 2011 EC were chosen for this study based on their thematic relevance and
cultural significance This approach facilitates the inclusion of songs that reflect distinct
ideological, spiritual, and symbolic perspectives within Tigrigna tradition. The focus is on works
that explicitly convey philosophical reflections, national sentiment, and layered symbolic
meanings, enabling a detailed and culturally grounded textual analysis. The selected songs were
chosen because they not only have artistic merit but also convey themes of historical awareness,
moral ideology, and cultural identity. To complement this, purposive sampling was also used to
identify knowledgeable participants, such as traditional musicians, cultural experts, and
songwriters. These individuals possess deep understanding of the historical and cultural contexts
of the songs and provide valuable insights into their meanings and significance. Their perspectives
enhance the interpretive dimension of the study by linking lyrical content to shared cultural
experiences, thereby facilitating a deeper comprehension of how nationalism, spirituality, and

symbolism are expressed and preserved in traditional Tigrigna music.

3.4 Data Collection Tools

The study uses several tools to collect meaningful, context-rich data for exploring the cultural,

ideological, and philosophical dimensions of Tigrigna traditional songs
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Semi-Structured Interviews The study used semi-structured interviews with traditional
musicians, cultural specialists, elders, and community members. These interviews produced in-
depth qualitative data focused on participants’ experiences with the songs, their cultural
importance, and the themes within them. The flexible design of the semi-structured interviews
enabled participants to express their interpretations openly, yielding valuable insights into the
nuanced and subjective aspects of traditional music. These interviews were particularly
instrumental in examining themes of nationalism and spirituality, providing perspectives on how
the songs convey collective memory, ethical worldviews, and expressions of national identity

rooted in cultural and historical contexts. Historical and cultural consciousness.

Focus Group Discussions Focus group discussions fostered a dialogue among participants,
allowing them to share interpretations, compare viewpoints, and explore culturally shared
understandings of the music. The discussions were particularly effective for analyzing the songs'
spiritual and symbolic dimensions. Furthermore, the communal nature of these sessions mirrored
the social context of musical experiences in Tigrayan culture, creating a platform to capture
nuanced perspectives on how songs convey communal values, emotional expression, and

philosophical ideas essential to the community's shared consciousness.

Lyric Analysis formed the core of the textual investigation. Selected songs were carefully
examined for recurring themes, symbols, and metaphors to uncover the cultural, ideological, and
philosophical meanings expressed through their lyrics This method provided a systematic way to
trace how ideas such as nationalism, endurance, and moral strength are expressed through
symbolic imagery, poetic construction, and allegorical references. Lyric analysis was especially
instrumental in investigating the interplay between nationalism, spirituality, and symbolism,
revealing how these elements are integrated into the songs to convey deeper philosophical and

ideological meanings.

Document and Archival Research were consulted to provide contextual grounding and historical
depth. Materials included prior ethnomusicological studies, academic literature on Ethiopian and
Tigrigna music, as well as historical and cultural records relevant to the selected songs. This tool
supported the examination of symbolism, spirituality, and nationalism by situating the songs

within broader socio-historical and cultural frameworks.
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3.5 Ethical Considerations

This research was conducted in accordance with recognized ethical standards to ensure the
integrity of the study and the protection of participants. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants after clearly explaining the nature, purpose, and scope of the study. Confidentiality
was strictly maintained by anonymizing identifying information, unless participants gave explicit
permission for their names or identities to be included. Interactions with participants were
approached with care and cultural awareness, acknowledging the deep symbolic and philosophical
significance of the music. The research maintained academic integrity by ensuring all sources were
accurately cited, findings were presented objectively, and data interpretation remained honest and

unbiased.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

In Tigrai, traditional songs are integral to the daily life and cultural identity of the community.
Beyond mere artistic expressions, these songs serve as cultural texts that transmit beliefs, values,
and shared experiences across generations. These songs are closely linked to major life events and
rituals, including weddings, funerals, religious ceremonies, harvest celebrations, and communal
gatherings. They help orally preserve knowledge and strengthen a sense of belonging and identity

in both rural and urban areas.

The use of traditional musical instruments such as kirar, chira, shambeko, kebero, embelta, and
melket, gives these songs their distinctive sound. These instruments are not only tools for musical
expression but also carriers of tradition and heritage. They help convey the emotional tone and
symbolic depth of the lyrics, which often deal with central aspects of social life including hardship,

devotion, bravery, historical memory, and collective values.

This chapter analyzes and interprets a selection of traditional Tigrigna songs, grouping them into
three main thematic categories: ideological, philosophical, and cultural. Each of these categories
is examined through two key elements that emerged from the song texts and performance contexts.
Under the ideological dimension, the songs are analyzed for their representation of nationalism
(patriotism). This element reveals how songs convey social responsibility, historical identity, and

collective unity, especially during periods of social and political change

The philosophical dimension focuses on spirituality. Here, the analysis explores how the songs
express a moral worldview, religious consciousness, and the community’s connection to the
transcendent. Through poetic language and spiritual imagery, the songs convey deeply held beliefs

and ethical orientations that inform communal and personal values.

The cultural dimension includes an examination of symbolism. This element reveals the figurative
language, allegory, and imagery used in the songs to express complex ideas about life, society, and
nature. The symbolic structures present in these songs offer insight into how cultural meanings are

encoded in lyrical form and how they continue to resonate with audiences across generations.
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Through a careful interpretation of these three key thematic elements nationalism, spirituality, and
symbolism the study demonstrates that traditional songs in Tigrai are not only aesthetic
expressions but also powerful songs analyzed in this chapter illustrate how music serves as a living
archive for Tigrigna-speaking communities, shaping and reflecting their way of life. They function

as tools for social knowledge, historical memory, and the formation of identity.
4.1 ldeological

4.1.1 Nationalism (Patriotism)

Nationalism is a primary ideological theme in traditional Tigrigna songs, particularly when the
music emphasizes communal unity, identity, and territorial pride. In Tigrai, such songs often
reflect a strong attachment to the land, people, and shared history. These songs are not only musical

expressions but also historical records of resistance, loyalty, and the collective memory of struggle.

In songs like “Yeftweki Adey,” “Woynalem,” and “Tigrai Adey,” traditional artists use poetic
language, repetition, and metaphor to celebrate heroes, honor sacrifices, and promote unity among
the people. For example, “Yeftweki Adey” is a powerful patriotic song that pays tribute to the land
of Tigrai and the sacrifices of its people. Through vivid imagery and passionate lyrics, the song
underscores the pride and unity of Tigrayans as they face adversity. It's frequently performed at

public celebrations of independence or to commemorate important historical events.

Similarly, the song “Woynalem” stirs strong feelings of connection to Tigray and its rich heritage.
The song serves as both a call to action and a reflection on the enduring strength of the Tigrayan
people in their struggle for self-determination. Its message of resilience and patriotism is

reinforced by the powerful vocal performance and rhythmic patterns.

“Tigrai Adey” by Berihu Mehari is another important anthem that expresses the pride of Tigraians
for their homeland. The song portrays Tigrai as a motherland that has nurtured its people through
generations of hardship. The emotional intensity of the song, accompanied by the kebero and kirar,

amplifies the sentiments of pride and loyalty that Tigraians feel for their land.

In the Tigrigna tradition, patriotic songs also serve as a form of moral education. They highlight

the virtues of bravery, selflessness, and unity. The performers whether elders, farmers, or soldiers
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use these songs to express gratitude for past generations and inspire future ones to protect their
land and culture. In this way, music becomes a means of transmitting political and social ideals

across generations.

The instruments used in these songs, such as the kirar and kebero, help to intensify the emotional
power of the message, creating a strong bond between the singer and the audience. Rhythmic
patterns and chants are carefully matched to the tone of the lyrics, especially in songs that call for

action, remembrance, or pride in Tigrai’s identity.

"Fetweki Adey" by Gebru G. Mariam:

"ATELP 9LL T 48 NitAt NYUC P
Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of many nations/ethnicities.

"NHL NANR NZOh 2hlce”
Without you, I'm not proud to stay overnight.

"ATEEP 4LL INYAL NATR S9PNLA
Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of peace and democracy.

"+ AN AR TNHA CPAPAT"
A lot of sacrifices have been paid for you.

"T4-L 9L 198 F9° +hAt"
Tigray, my mother land, the land of shooters.

"ATeAP GLLT 48 NHAT NYUC 0
Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of many nations/ethnicities.

The lyric highlights Ethiopia's ethnic pluralism, emphasizing the coexistence of its various ethnic
groups. Emphasizing the coexistence of various ethnic groups within the nation. Ethiopia is often
referred to as a land of diversity, with over 80 ethnic groups speaking more than 80 languages. By
singing about Ethiopia as a "home country of many ethnic groups,” the lyric underscores a

foundational principle of Ethiopian identity: unity in diversity. In other words, Ethiopia's strength
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lies not in the dominance of one group, but in its ability to foster cooperation and peaceful
coexistence among its varied peoples. The use of "4+ & £" (Ethiopia) rather than a specific ethnic

name further emphasizes the collective, all-encompassing nature of the nation.

From a nationalistic perspective, this line calls for the celebration of diversity within the
framework of national unity. Rather than weakening the country, this perspective argues that
Ethiopia’s national identity is strengthened by its diversity. The speaker is highlighting that even
with various ethnic and linguistic groups, Ethiopia is a unified nation, and every group is a vital
part of that identity. This view promotes a form of inclusive nationalism that encourages all citizens

to identify with the nation as a whole, rather than excluding any particular group.
"NHeNAhH, 2T hZdh £heC e
Without you, I'm not proud to stay overnight.

This line evokes the emotional connection between the speaker and Ethiopia. The speaker trys to
reflect how much he love and prouder of his country by say that he cannot live proud if his country
his home land is not present. The speaker's pride is inseparable from the nation, which implies that
their identity and self-worth are deeply intertwined with Ethiopia's fate and achievements. The
speaker is not just expressing pride in Ethiopia as an abstract concept; rather, they feel personally

fulfilled only in the context of Ethiopia's wellbeing.

In terms of nationalism, this line conveys the powerful bond between the citizen and the nation. It
reflects the idea that national identity is not solely about history, geography, or politics but also
about emotional and cultural ties for the speaker, Ethiopia is not just a land, but a source of pride,
hope, and emotional fulfillment. This can be seen as a call for national solidarity, where the
strength of the nation and the individual are mutually reinforcing. It underscores the importance
of collective pride and the idea that one's sense of identity is significantly shaped by their

connection to their country.
"ATeAP GLL TNAAL NAT S TPhLN"

Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of peace and democracy.
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This line portrays Ethiopia as a nation built on the ideals of peace and democracy by singing of
Ethiopia as a “country of peace and democracy,” the lyric positions Ethiopia not only as a political
entity but as a moral beacon for its citizens and the world. Given the political turmoil Ethiopia has
faced in recent decades, referencing peace and democracy can be interpreted as either a nostalgic
look back at past ideals or a hopeful aspiration to return to them. This lyric reinforces a vision of
Ethiopia as a modern, forward-thinking nation that values peace and democracy as foundational
components of its identity. From a nationalistic perspective, this line is not only about celebrating
Ethiopia’s current status but also about aspiring to these values. It speaks to a desire for continued
progress and emphasizes the importance of peaceful governance and the active participation of
citizens in a democratic society. This can be interpreted as an argument for a patriotism rooted in
ideals specifically, peace, democracy, and justice that the nation continues to strive for. These

principles are presented as a key part of Ethiopia’s nationalistic narrative.
"+h4AN AR T APAPAL”

A lot of sacrifices have been paid for you.

This line emphasizes sacrifice as an essential element of the national consciousness. Throughout
its history, Ethiopians have endured wars, famine, and political strife to protect the nation's

sovereignty and independence. By acknowledging these sacrifices, the speaker honors those who
have contributed to the country's survival and growth. The word "@®APA+L" (sacrifices) signifies

that this achievement has not been easy, and the speaker is reminded of the hard work and hardship

endured by previous generations to bring Ethiopia to where it is today.

This line is deeply nationalistic, as it draws attention to the collective sacrifices made by Ethiopians
in the past to ensure the nation's existence and future. It serves as a reminder to the current
generation of Ethiopians of their responsibility to uphold the values and ideals fought for by those
who came before them. By invoking the idea of sacrifice, the speaker calls for the nation to honor
its historical struggles and keep the collective memory alive, ensuring that these sacrifices are not
forgotten. This contributes to a sense of national unity where every citizen feels connected to the

sacrifices made for the country’s freedom and progress.
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"14L 4LL TG 19 +hht”
Tigray, my mother land, the land of shooters

This line specifically highlights Tigrai, a significant region in northern Ethiopia, known for its
historical and political importance. The word “+hNt> (shooters) likely refers to the military role
of Tigraians in protecting Ethiopia and fighting for its sovereignty. Tigrai has played a pivotal role
in various historical resistance movements (e.g., the fight against Italian colonization and the Dreg
regime), and this lyric celebrates that legacy. The phrase "their homeland” suggests a sense of
pride in the regional identity of Tigrai and its contributions to the broader Ethiopian struggle.

From a nationalistic perspective, this line asserts the importance of regional pride as part of the
larger national identity. It suggests that Tigrai's contributions are inseparable from the overall
Ethiopian story. The speaker celebrates not just their national identity but also the regional

struggles and sacrifices that have shaped Ethiopia's past and present.

The song ""Fetweki Adey" skillfully weaves nationalism into its lyrics, using Ethiopia's rich
cultural and historical fabric to promote a sense of unity, pride, and collective responsibility. This
fosters a sense of unity by calling on all Ethiopians to recognize that every region has played a role
in the nation's collective success. The lyrics highlight Ethiopia’s ethnic diversity, the sacrifices of
its people, and the ongoing aspiration for peace and democracy. The speaker's emotional
connection to the nation demonstrates how national pride is not just about politics or history, but
about a deep, personal relationship with the country. Moreover, by emphasizing both national unity
and regional contributions (particularly Tigrai's role), the song invites Ethiopians to appreciate
their shared heritage while celebrating the unique contributions of each region. This creates a
powerful vision of inclusive nationalism that transcends ethnic and regional differences for the

greater good of the nation.

Song weynalem by Neguse abadi

"WPL AAPL TTANT TS PL"
Wow Laleway be proud Tigraian

"E5 +I8AL Tk RN
A heroic fighter, a sharpshooter with a steady aim
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") @4t N Nl TheA HTPNA"
By land and by sea, a tiller, a swimmer.

"N-N 9PN ITPNA Tdmd PNt IPM”
Shirak with Gambale armor with the quilt

"Lt N9PNG THN+H ARG Im”
A bullet through his forehead, you never afraid

"AFLIPCP INH AFLIRCTRP APU
Grumbled, guy, grumbled, ahoho

"APL AAPLT FAHNT TLPL"
Wow Laleway be proud Tigraian

This line is a bold expression of Tigraian identity. "Laleway" This can be seen as either a call to
action or a moment of triumph, with a clear emphasis on Tigrai's significance. The repeated

emphasis on pride highlights the link between nationalism and ethnic pride.

The phrase can be viewed as a powerful proclamation of unity within the Tigraian community. It
is more than just an expression of pride; it serves as a reminder of shared history and the strength
of collective identity. This unity is essential in nationalism, where the strength of a community is
seen in its ability to unite for common goals, whether political, social, or cultural. The repetition

of pride demonstrates the continuous reinforcement of ethnic solidarity.
"Bq +I8AL Tk A"

A heroic fighter, a sharpshooter with a steady aim

Here, the song narrates the image of a heroic fighter, someone who has chosen to fight for their
people, regardless of the cost. The shot represents the ultimate sacrifice, a tragic but meaningful
act. The image of someone "picked up and shot" reinforces the sense of martyrdom, a common
theme in nationalist movements where individuals sacrifice their lives for a greater cause.
The fighter is not just a soldier, but a symbol of the ideals that drive national pride freedom, justice,

and sovereignty. The imagery of a martyr is used to evoke the selflessness and commitment to the
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collective cause. In nationalism, individuals often put aside their personal interests to align with
the nation's larger struggle. This reinforces the idea that the survival and identity of the nation are
of the highest importance.

"Nt NNAL T e ATPNA"
By land and by sea, a tiller, a swimmer

The dual identity of farmer and swimmer reflects the diverse skillsets and resilience of the people.
Tigraians are depicted as people who thrive in both the physical and spiritual realms: cultivating
the land and navigating challenges, whether on land or at sea. This symbolizes versatility and the
capacity to survive in difficult environments. The image of farmers and swimmers highlights the
working-class foundation of the Tigraian community. Farmers are traditionally seen as the
backbone of society, while swimmers may represent adaptability and the ability to face challenges
that go beyond the familiar. This suggests that the Tigrayan people embody a combination of
foundational strength and flexible resilience. Are capable of overcoming adversity, no matter the
circumstances. The two together symbolize the connection between hard labor (for land and

country) and mental flexibility (to overcome obstacles and threats to their existence).

This duality also evokes a sense of self-sufficiency and resourcefulness, essential qualities in
nationalism, where the people must depend on their own strengths and abilities to protect their

land and maintain national pride.
"N 9PN ITPNAT O FPNE RIPM”

Shirak with Gambale armor with the quilt

The imagery of Shirak, an important figure in Tigrai history, symbolizing protection and strength,
alongside the Gambale armor, an ancient form of defense, reinforces the idea of preparedness and
historical continuity in defending the homeland. The quilt symbolizes comfort and support, a stark
contrast to the harshness of battle. This imagery brings together the warrior spirit with the soothing
presence of home and heritage. The warrior is both prepared for conflict (armor) and grounded by
the security and comfort of their traditions (quilt). This combination reflects the resilience of the

Tigrayan people, where the difficulty of surviving in times of conflict is balanced by the support
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of family, community, and tradition. This idea aligns with nationalism, which often relies on a
combination of strength (to face external challenges) and roots (to stay connected to one's culture

and identity).
"Mt NIPNG T FN+h aRgFm”

A bullet through his forehead, never afraid

The phrase "a bullet through his forehead™ symbolizes the finality of sacrifice, but the statement
"you never afraid” speaks to the unshakable courage of the people. There is a sense that despite
facing ultimate danger, the individual embraces their role in the national struggle without fear.
This line directly relates to the theme of self-sacrifice within nationalist movements. Nationalism
often requires individuals to place their lives on the line for the greater good, and here, the lyric
emphasizes that such a sacrifice is noble and fearless. The lack of fear is tied to a deep belief in
the cause and a profound commitment to the nation's survival and freedom. It elevates the idea of
martyrdom to the status of a national virtue, a concept central to many nationalist movements,

where heroes are born from the sacrifices made for the community.

ATNO +MALS ThNT, F914- P

We are blessed and glad to be born of you, my homeland Tigray.

MATRA ANCTP NLLL P

they are slender with A graceful hue

N%4A T2 NYAT NGLI® 0O

Those who claim our belonging, who swear by their homeland.

H9NL Y1C9P 1Pt AT P

Their glorious country, the land of Ethiopia.

DAL +NATT DA ST AP

If she says, ‘I gave birth Yes, she bore them with pride.
"ATNG TOALST T N, F94 o

28



(We are blessed and glad to be born of you, my homeland Tigray)

This line serves as an expression of gratefulness and privilege to be born in Tigrai. The word
"AT1N.0" (lucky) conveys a deep appreciation for the land and its cultural importance. For the
speaker, Tigray is more than just a birthplace; it's the source of their identity, a central part of who
they are. The phrase suggests that Tigray acts as a nurturing force, shaping the people born there,

rather than being just a physical place.

The reference to birth speaks to the primordial connection between the people and the land, where
Tigrai is both a mother and a sustainer, integral to the formation of one’s identity. This line could
also be interpreted as a broader comment on ethno-nationalism, the belief that a person’s identity
is intrinsically linked to the land. where one’s identity is inseparable from the land. The pride of
being born in Tigrai is not just cultural but deeply spiritual, reflecting a divine blessing that ties
the individual to the land and its history. In this sense, Tigray is more than just a place; it's a living

entity that shapes and defines its people.

“@mAgR) ANCTR NLLL P

(They are slender with a graceful hue)

The imagery in this line conveys elegance, refinement, and cultural pride. The word “slender”
suggests more than physical thinness; it evokes grace, delicacy, and poise, reflecting the dignified
presence of the Tigraian people This passage highlights how a blend of physical and metaphorical
qualities creates a sense of refinement and aesthetic beauty. The phrase “with a graceful hue”
emphasizes harmony, uniqueness, and subtle beauty. This blended, neutral tone symbolizes the
diversity and balance within the Tigrayan identity, showing how different cultural influences,
experiences, and traditions can merge to form a unified and elegant whole. Together, the line
celebrates the Tigraian people as refined, resilient, and culturally proud, portraying their identity

and heritage as something delicate yet strong, elegant yet enduring.

"NgGA T2 NYA NGLID B A"
(Those who claim our belonging, who swear by their homeland)

The imagery in this line strongly emphasizes identity, loyalty, and patriotism. The phrase “those

who claim our belonging” conveys a deep sense of connection to one’s roots and community. It
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suggests that belonging is not merely about physical presence but also about recognition, pride,
and affirmation of one’s place within the Tigraian society. The second phrase, “who swear by their
homeland,” amplifies this sentiment by portraying devotion, commitment, and moral
responsibility. Swearing by one's homeland is a sign of deep respect for the land, its culture, and
its people. This act suggests that the community’s values, heritage, and collective identity are

sacred, making their defense a matter of personal honor.

Overall, the lines celebrate national consciousness and cultural pride. They portray the Tigrayan
people as deeply rooted, loyal, and committed to preserving their identity. The message is that true
belonging comes not from a simple claim, but from active dedication and allegiance to one's

homeland.

This lyric resonates with broader ideological elements in Tigrigna songs, where attachment to the
homeland is often celebrated as both a personal and communal virtue, intertwining identity with

moral and cultural duty.

"H9NL Y1°9° a4t A FHe% P
(Their glorious country, the land of Ethiopia)

The imagery in this line conveys patriotism, reverence, and cultural pride. The phrase “their
glorious country” emphasizes a deep emotional and collective attachment to Ethiopia, portraying
the homeland as honored, noble, and worthy of respect. It reflects the pride of the people in their
nation and highlights the homeland as a source of identity, unity, and historical significance. The
second phrase, “the land of Ethiopia,” reinforces this connection by grounding the lyric in a
specific geographical and cultural context. It reminds listeners of the tangible homeland that
nurtures traditions, heritage, and communal values. Together, the line celebrates national pride and
shared identity, emphasizing Ethiopia not only as a physical space but also as a symbol of cultural
strength, continuity, and collective belonging. The lyric portrays the people’s homeland as both

glorious and enduring, serving as a foundation for unity, loyalty, and patriotism.

"MAL +NAT @A SFIR AL

(If she says, ‘I gave birth Yes, she bore them with pride)
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This line returns to the powerful maternal metaphor. The land, in this case Ethiopia, is personified
as a mother that gives birth to her children. This metaphor represents the nurturing and life-giving
role of the homeland. The phrase “it is true!” emphasizes the certainty and authenticity of this
bond. Ethiopia is not only a place of birth but also a source of nourishment, identity, and spiritual

guidance.

The truth embedded in this statement further underlines the inviolable connection between the
people and their land. It is a bond that is innate, indisputable, and unbreakable. The maternal
metaphor also reinforces the idea that the people are the children of their land and are forever tied

to it. This is a fundamental truth that shapes their sense of belonging and national identity.

In "Yewoynalem", the lyrics convey a deeply felt nationalistic pride and a profound connection to
both Tigrai and Ethiopia. The song explores themes of identity, sacrifice, and loyalty that transcend
individual experience and weave together a collective narrative. Through the use of maternal
imagery, the Tigrai people are portrayed as being nurtured and shaped by their land, with this
connection forming the core of their identity. The song reflects a powerful expression of territorial
nationalism, where loyalty to the land and its traditions is seen as a sacred duty that demands both
celebration and sacrifice. The line between individual identity and national identity is blurred, and
the notion of sacrifice becomes central to the concept of patriotism. National loyalty is not
portrayed as a passive emotion but an active, ongoing commitment, rooted in both historical
experience and future aspirations. The imagery of rising tall and bright colors underscores the

vibrancy and resilience of the Tigrai people, who continue to stand strong in the face of adversity.

Ultimately, the song serves as a testament to the unbreakable bond between the people of Tigrali,
their homeland, and their shared identity as Ethiopians. It is a celebration of cultural vitality, the
pride of belonging, and the sacrifice required to protect and nurture the homeland. The message is
clear: the land is not only a birthplace but a mother, and the people will forever be connected to it

committed, proud, and resilient.

Song "'tigrai adey by berihu mehari*

PP qpLP AN Ayt ANLP
My country, my country, the origin of my identity, my pride.
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900 9LP AATRAN, A2 NOAP
My country, my country, | am here for you, by myself.

T2 H9LL N1LL £PC HNNS
Tigray, my country, how much it endures and how much it bears.

t914-2 HYLL +9°FmY 6N+, PCAPL
Tigray, my country, you please me; show me your progress.

NLPTN, H+LhN AATD
Peace that has been found by your children.

+ZM4P 92N 87N MAIR
He forgets when he is full, the betrayer.

e A HTL FAICE Trive
Hold on to the truth and you will overcome everything.

1t AU NCO +&NNA
You pour water on the burning embers.

AHHL A72 HEARE
Tell me what you want.

T9142 HYG LR YaPY R AP
Tigray, my country, to whom do | say this?

1%L 198 AT TNAAN,
For me, for me, we all will say "for you."

DAL AL TN ATRT,
Aren’t you, our mother?

The song reflects a profound shift in nationalist sentiments, marking a significant departure from

the unified Ethiopian nationalism of earlier times toward a distinct, Tigrai-centric form of

nationalism. This transformation aligns with the political climate following the 2011 period, which

saw increasing tensions between the Tigrai People's Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Ethiopian

government, culminating in later conflicts.

Before 2011, Ethiopian nationalism, especially in songs like Neguse Abadi, often embraced a sense

of unity among Ethiopia's diverse ethnic groups, with a shared sense of pride in the country’s
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history, culture, and achievements. In these earlier songs, Tigrai’s pride and identity were naturally
embedded within the larger Ethiopian framework. Tigraians, like all Ethiopians, were united under
the same flag and the same national narrative, where the shared experiences of struggle, triumph,

and independence were emphasized.

However, after 2011, there was a notable shift in Tigrai’s political stance and identity. This song,
produced in 2011, reflects this shift, as the lyrics no longer speak to an Ethiopian identity that
includes Tigral. Instead, the nationalism in this song is exclusively regional and Tigraian. The key
moments in the song express a deep-rooted pride in Tigrai’s history, its struggles, and its cultural

values, establishing Tigrai as an entity separate from the larger Ethiopian national narrative.

9LP 4LP aoNgA a0yt WP
“My country, my country, the origin of my identity, my pride.”

This line opens with a repetitive invocation of the homeland, establishing an emotional and
spiritual tone. The phrase "@®N%4 @2%7%" (origin of my identity) underscores the foundational
role of the land in shaping personal and collective identity. This is not just a physical location, but
the spiritual birthplace of the self a core of belonging. By calling the country "my pride,” the
speaker elevates the nation to a symbol of dignity, linking personal worth with national history.
The line demonstrates a profound intertwining of self and homeland, where the land is more than
territory—it is the essence of who the speaker is. The repetition strengthens the emotional
connection, showing that this relationship is not fleeting but deeply ingrained and revered across

generations.

9LP 4LP AATrAN, A2 NOAP

“My country, my country, I am here for you, by myself.”

This line expresses a deep sense of personal responsibility and loyalty to the nation. The speaker’s
statement “I am here for you, by myself” signals a willingness to stand alone in defense of their
homeland. It suggests a kind of sacred duty, where one’s identity is fulfilled through service and

sacrifice. The tone is solemn and almost spiritual, resembling a vow or oath. This reinforces
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nationalism as a deeply internalized belief, not just a political stance but a lived experience of
devotion. Symbolically, the image of a lone figure standing for their country evokes themes of

heroism, resilience, and unwavering love for the land, even in solitude.

+942 HGLL h1LL £2C HNhNS
“Tigray, my country, how much it endures and how much it weighs on her.”

Here, the homeland is personified as a being that suffers and endures burdens. The use of emotional
language suggests that the country is not just land, but a living, breathing entity that feels pain and
carries weight. This portrayal brings a spiritual dimension to the nation's struggle, linking
collective hardship with moral strength. The line invites listeners to reflect on the historical and
political suffering of Tigray, positioning it as both a victim and a pillar of endurance. It draws on
nationalistic sentiments that honor resilience as a source of pride. Symbolically, the "weight" and

"endurance" speak to the people’s history of resistance, sacrifice, and survival against adversity.

F94L HYLL TI°FmYy, ON+h, PCAPYL

“Tigray, my country, you please me; show me your progress.”

This line reveals a tender and hopeful relationship between the speaker and the homeland. Despite
past suffering, the speaker finds joy and beauty in Tigray, expressing satisfaction in what the
country represents. The request to "show me your progress” carries both a yearning for
development and a belief in the land’s potential. It is a deeply spiritual plea, reflecting faith not
only in physical recovery but also in moral and cultural growth. Nationalism here is linked with
optimism an active hope that the homeland will thrive. The symbolic relationship between the
speaker and country takes the form of a dialogue, where the land is expected to respond, to rise,

and to fulfill its promise.

NL®NH, H+LhN AA

“Peace that has been found by your children.”

This line celebrates peace not as a gift from above, but as the fruit of sacrifice and struggle by the
people the "children” of the land. It acknowledges the active role of citizens in securing tranquility,

emphasizing peace as a national achievement rooted in unity and commitment. The mention of
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"children™ strengthens the familial bond between the people and the homeland, portraying the
nation as a nurturing mother. Spiritually, peace achieved by sacrifice is sacred—it reflects
reconciliation, redemption, and healing. In nationalistic terms, this line is an ode to those who
labored, fought, or even died for the country’s stability. The symbolism of peace is enriched by its

connection to generational responsibility and collective victory.

+ZN? N 87N MAT
“He forgets when he is full, the betrayer.”

sharp contrast appears in this line, introducing a moral critique of ingratitude and betrayal. The
one who forgets his homeland once satisfied—symbolized here by fullness—is labeled a betrayer.
This warns of the dangers of disconnection from roots and the moral decline that follows comfort
without responsibility. Nationalism here takes the form of accountability; loyalty is not conditional
on need but remains through abundance. Spiritually, this betrayal echoes religious themes of sin—
forgetting one's origin is equated with moral fall. The symbolism of “fullness” versus “betrayal”

paints a vivid image: those who abandon the homeland in prosperity have lost their soul’s anchor.

hd hHR, FAICE Trie
“Holding on to the truth, you will overcome everything.”

This line carries a strong philosophical and spiritual message. Truth is portrayed as a guiding force,
capable of helping one overcome any challenge. It reflects a worldview in which moral clarity and
honesty are the ultimate weapons against adversity. For the nation, this is a call to integrity—a
foundation for collective resilience. Nationalism here is ethical, tied to principles rather than mere
passion. Spiritually, the truth is transcendent; it connects the people to a higher moral order.
Symbolically, truth is like a torch or anchor, a stabilizing force in the turbulence of history and

struggle.
1t 3¢ NCO +&Nhi

“You pour water on the burning embers.”

This poetic line uses vivid imagery to describe acts of healing and peace-making. The “burning

embers” suggest lingering conflict or pain, while “pouring water” symbolizes relief, compassion,
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or reconciliation. Spiritually, water is a powerful element—it purifies, calms, and gives life. This
line elevates such actions to a sacred level, highlighting the nobility of peace-making.
Nationalistically, the metaphor may refer to efforts to cool political or social tensions for the
greater good. It is also a symbolic image of restoration and transformation, showing that even in

pain, healing is possible with the right moral action.

AHHL A2 HEAhE
“Tell me what you want.”

This line is humble and open, presenting a posture of service to the homeland. It reveals a deep
commitment, where the speaker sees the country not as something to take from, but to give to. The
line reflects a dialogue of respect—a sacred interaction between person and nation. Spiritually, it
feels like a prayer, seeking guidance on how best to serve. From a nationalist perspective, it
emphasizes citizenship as a duty, not a right. Symbolically, the speaker becomes a vessel, ready to

fulfill the unspoken needs of the land, echoing traditions of selflessness and moral obligation.

T94L HGLL a0 R AP
“Tigray, my country, to whom do I say this?”

This line communicates loneliness, confusion, or even frustration, as if the speaker’s devotion is
unheard or unshared. It raises the question of collective memory and engagement—whether others
feel the same passion or have forgotten. Nationalism here becomes introspective; the speaker
questions the solidarity of their community. Spiritually, it can be read as lament—a sacred cry into
the silence, reminiscent of prayers unanswered. Symbolically, the speaker may represent a
generation or group whose values are fading or neglected. The line invites reflection on collective

responsibility and the importance of unity in preserving national values.
1%L 192 AT TNAAN,

“For me, for me, we all will say ‘for you’.”

This powerful shift from individual to collective voice reinforces the idea that national service and
loyalty are shared responsibilities. The repetition of “for me” emphasizes personal commitment,

while the transition to “we all” shows solidarity. Nationalism here is both private and public, rooted
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in shared values and actions. It echoes a spiritual chorus, where each voice joins a greater whole
in a sacred pledge to the land. Symbolically, the line functions as an anthem of unity—a chorus of

dedication from the many to the one, from the people to the land.

®AL+S K2 Thh A78. T,
“Aren’t you, our mother?”

The song ends with a deeply symbolic and emotional question, affirming the land as the ultimate
source of life, identity, and nurture. Referring to the country as a mother transforms the political
into the personal and the spiritual. It evokes unconditional love, sacrifice, and belonging.
Nationalism is here framed through the lens of familial devotion not out of duty but deep,
emotional connection. Spiritually, the mother figure carries sacred overtones, often associated with
divine compassion and strength. This final image powerfully sums up the entire piece, portraying
Tigray as the mother of all—wounded yet nurturing, burdened yet beautiful, a source of pain and

pride.

Almost all participants agreed that nationalism was a dominant theme in traditional Tigrigna songs.
Many pointed specifically to the period between 2008 and 2011 EC as a time when songs carried
heightened nationalist sentiment, functioning as both cultural affirmations and political
commentaries. According to respondents, these songs became vital expressions of the Tigrai

people’s enduring identity, struggle, and hope for justice.

Participants reported that during this time, traditional songs used lyrics to celebrate Tigray's
resilience. They did this by mentioning historical victories, honoring martyrs, and expressing a
shared feeling of sacrifice. The sociopolitical transformations occurring in Ethiopia—particularly
increasing tensions between regional and federal governance intensified the tone of traditional
songs. Many were shaped by a defensive and proud articulation of identity. As one participant
observed: “In those years, the songs didn’t just tell stories; they became shields for our values.”
This metaphor illustrates the protective and unifying function of music as a cultural weapon during

times of crisis.

These insights are supported by scholarly literature. Berhanu (2004) asserts that traditional music

in Ethiopia, particularly during periods of political unrest, has functioned as an ideological tool for
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mass mobilization and the preservation of cultural integrity. Similarly, Demissie (2010) notes that
during moments of collective threat or transformation, song lyrics become carriers of collective
memory, often shaping political consciousness more effectively than formal discourse. While most
of this research focuses on earlier revolutionary eras, the findings resonate with the nationalist

surge observed in Tigrigna songs of the late 2000s and early 2010s.

The convergence of participant testimony, academic literature, and lyrical evidence confirms that
nationalism is not only a recurrent theme but a defining ideological foundation in traditional
Tigrigna songs during the 2008-2011 EC period. Songs functioned as cultural texts that embodied
the political, historical, and emotional landscapes of Tigrai society. They promoted unity in the
face of external pressure, reaffirmed collective memory, and offered moral strength to
communities facing political uncertainty. Thus, nationalism in these songs emerges as a
multidimensional force emotional, historical, and strategic deeply woven into the cultural

consciousness of the people.

The Nationalism Shift in Context

The period around 2011 was a critical time for both Tigray and Ethiopia. The political changes
and rising tensions between the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Ethiopian
government created an environment where Tigrayan identity became a significant point of

discussion and focus.

In this context, the song reflects a shift toward a more exclusive, Tigraian nationalism. The
speaker's emotional attachment to Tigrai as a land and people separate from the broader Ethiopian
identity is a direct reaction to the political upheavals that altered the relationship between Tigrai
and the central Ethiopian state. The sentiments of pride and protection of Tigrai are expressed in a
way that doesn’t simply contribute to Ethiopian nationalism but rather asserts a separate, self-

sustaining regional identity.

The nationalism expressed in this song goes beyond simple regional pride. It is about asserting
Tigray's autonomy, its distinct cultural, moral, and historical identity, and its unique place within
the national landscape.in the Ethiopian political landscape. The lyrics, with their focus on Tigrai

as a source of personal and collective pride, emphasize a shift from a broad Ethiopian nationalism
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to one that is exclusively Tigraian. This shift reflects the changing political landscape of the time,
where Tigray's relationship with Ethiopia was being redefined and reasserted. This ultimately led
to the conflict and the current geopolitical situation in the region.

As a result, the song acts as a cultural marker of the changing tides of nationalism, offering a
window into Tigray's emotional and political landscape after 2011. The music serves as a
declaration of Tigray's identity and sovereignty, reinforcing the idea that the Tigrayan people are

now forging their own path rather than being part of a shared national story.
4.2 Philosophical

Traditional Tigrigna songs are a powerful medium through which the people of Tigrai express
their deepest thoughts about life, human nature, and the unseen forces that guide existence. These
songs are not merely forms of entertainment they serve as carriers of philosophy, teaching, and

emotional wisdom passed down through generations.

Philosophical ideas in Tigrigna music are often conveyed through poetic storytelling, metaphor,
and symbolic imagery. They touch on timeless human questions: What is the purpose of life? How
do we understand suffering? Where does our strength come from? What is our connection to the
divine? These songs offer listeners more than just beauty and rhythm; they also provide insights

that help them understand the world and their place within it.

This section explores spirituality as a central theme that reflects the philosophical mindset of
Tigrayan society. These reflections show how traditional artists use music to discuss the sacred,

the moral, and the transcendent.

Whether sung during communal gatherings, private moments, or ceremonial events, these songs
reveal the inner life of a people whose identity is shaped by shared beliefs, historical memory, and
a deep sense of cultural belonging. The message of these songs is enhanced by the use of traditional
instruments such as the kirar, kebero, embelta, and melket. The sound, rhythm, and tone of the
instruments often mirror the mood of the lyrics whether solemn and meditative or bold and reverent

bringing the spiritual and philosophical content of the song to life.
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4.2.1 Spirituality

Spirituality is a central theme in traditional Tigrigna songs, reflecting the deep connection between
the Tigrayan people and the divine. These songs carry profound spiritual messages that transcend
the physical world, offering guidance and comfort in times of joy and hardship. Through music,
individuals express their beliefs, their faith, and their understanding of life's mysteries, often
calling upon divine forces for strength, protection, and clarity. The selected songs for analysis in
this section are "Awde Amet™ by Feseha Hailay, "Tsehay Berika" by Berhane Gebru, and
"Zomay"" by Neguse Abdi. These songs all touch on spiritual themes like divine guidance, moral
teachings, and the relationship between humans and the divine. They speak to the Tigraian belief
in the presence and influence of higher powers in daily life and in moments of personal or

communal reflection.

These songs are sung with reverence and are often accompanied by traditional instruments like the
kebero and kirar, which serve to heighten the spiritual atmosphere of the performance. The
melodies, rhythms, and instruments work together to create an environment where listeners can
connect with the divine and reflect on the deeper meaning of life. Through these songs, spirituality
becomes a shared experience that strengthens the cultural and moral fabric of the community. The
messages conveyed are not only individual expressions of faith but also collective affirmations of

belief, hope, and resilience.

Song rehus awde amet by feseha hailay

BAA HER GaF +HC A "The shadow of the new year has spread.”.

0Lam A, £YNS A9 "May He grant us a long life."
NN AL TAR+L eang "A small cloud from the sky."
NN a4+ 1AR+L DOT "A little bit of health from the earth.”

amAA e NCNELT e AT "Without differentiating between Muslim and Christian."

héb4 APIART Add4 APFART "May the one who made us love each other not separate us."
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6AA ALH 9T +HC LA

"The shadow of the new year has spread.".

The opening line presents the New Year as more than a chronological change. In traditional
Tigrigna cosmology, time is cyclical and sacred, not linear and secular. The arrival of a new year
marks a spiritual threshold, a moment where individuals and communities reconnect with the

divine for renewal and protection.

This invocation reflects an understanding that time is a divine gift, and longevity is a reflection of
spiritual alignment. A “stretched” year suggests not just long life, but life lived in fullness, free

from disruption, filled with meaning and peace.

In the rural Ethiopian worldview, the start of a new year is also tied to agricultural cycles and
seasonal change, reaffirming the connection between spiritual time and environmental rhythms.
The song, therefore, is both a hymn and a calendar one that marks spiritual and ecological

transitions simultaneously.

0L d™ Ah, £YNT A9k

"May He grant us a long life."”

This line expresses a collective prayer for life that is both prolonged and meaningful. In traditional
Tigrigna spirituality, life is not viewed merely as a biological experience but as a gift from God,
shaped by divine will. The people do not claim life through effort or merit — they humbly ask that
it be granted (.8 7/19), signaling a deep belief that existence itself is sacred and dependent on higher

power.

This appeal is also communal rather than individual. The use of “us” shows that the blessing is
meant to extend to everyone family, neighbors, and society at large. It reflects a worldview where
personal wellbeing cannot be separated from collective wellbeing, and where individual survival

only has meaning within the context of community life and divine relationship.
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Finally, the tone of the lyric prayerful and respectful exemplifies the traditional Ethiopian spiritual
ethic of humility before God. Rather than demanding outcomes, people request with reverence.
This posture of humility is embedded in many aspects of cultural life: fasting seasons, ritual songs,
shared meals, and seasonal prayers all of which reaffirm that human beings are dependent on God’s

grace for life, health, and protection.

NN AL TAN+L Lanqg — "A small cloud from the sky.".
NN a0t 1AR+L o5 — A little bit of health from the earth.”

These lines offer a poetic reflection of cosmic harmony. In this worldview, sky and earth are not
separate realities, but cooperating forces under divine command. The sky represents divine
authority, providence, and judgment — from which rain, a symbol of mercy and provision,
descends. The earth, in turn, is a maternal force that responds to the rain, giving rise to health,

food, and vitality.

By singing this, the community expresses its desire for balance between spiritual and material
realms. It implies that health and wellbeing are not merely biological — they are cosmic gifts,
emerging from a world rightly ordered by spiritual law. In traditional settings, drought, disease, or
crop failure are seen not just as natural misfortunes, but as signs of spiritual disconnection — thus

calling for music, prayer, and ritual to restore balance.

aAA IR ACNLPT NE AT
"Without differentiating between Muslim and Christian."

This lyric reveals a deeply philosophical and spiritual understanding of unity. In the Ethiopian
context, where religious diversity exists alongside historical tensions, this song promotes
interreligious peace not just as a political necessity, but as a spiritual virtue. The appeal to prevent
division (key felena) is both moral and metaphysical: division weakens the spiritual fabric of

society.

In traditional culture, harmony among religious groups is often expressed through shared rituals,

communal celebrations, and mutual respect. The lyric echoes the belief that human difference
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should not contradict divine unity. True spirituality is thus marked by inclusion, empathy, and

peace, not conflict or superiority.

hébq hPIART

"May the one who made us love each other not separate us."

The phrase "A4$4 AP90AT" (pronounced Afakiru Ayets'ala’na), which translates to "Give us love
and never hate each other," carries profound philosophical and spiritual meaning. It is a plea for
unity, peace, and harmony, which are central values in Tigraian culture and spirituality. The line
embodies a deep prayer for compassion and understanding, encouraging people to focus on love

rather than division or hatred.

In the context of Tigrigna songs, this plea is more than just a rhetorical or poetic expression—it is
a call for collective well-being, a desire to heal any societal rifts and foster social cohesion. The
repetition of love as the key message signifies its importance as a guiding principle. It suggests
that, despite the hardships or challenges that may arise, love should always prevail as the force that

unites individuals and communities.

The spiritual undertone of this line highlights the idea that true peace comes when individuals
overcome their differences and embrace each other with kindness and mutual respect. It reflects a
core belief in the interconnectedness of humanity, where personal growth is tied to the well-being
of the collective. In many Tigrigna songs, this sense of interconnectedness is central, as music

serves as both a reflection of individual emotion and a call to a greater, communal spirit.

In summary, "A4®4 AP9AAT" conveys a heartfelt and spiritual plea for love, emphasizing the

importance of unity and compassion in a world where division and hatred can easily take root. It
aligns with the broader philosophical themes in Tigrigna songs, where personal and social

harmony is often intertwined with spiritual values.

This New Year song is more than festive art; it is a sacred utterance, a communal offering of

prayer, hope, and renewal. It reflects a worldview in which spirituality is inseparable from ecology,
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morality, health, and harmony. It also embodies the oral theological imagination of the Tigrigna
people an imagination shaped by traditional wisdom, Christian theology, and lived experience.
The song performs multiple roles: it is prayer, prophecy, ethical reminder, and collective
affirmation. Through it, we see that spirituality in Tigrigna traditional music is not abstract it is
lived, sung, and shared. The values it expresses renewal, divine blessing, cosmic harmony,

religious unity, and social justice are core to the spiritual identity of the community.

Lyrics of the Song NCY7T 114

+<.AU AINL Gt "I am joyful, having gathered my happiness."

+348 AT, HINZ "The dream that was, has become a reality."

AA 1R 8 Ak TAAT With the Lord beside me, what could | possibly lack?
ANL AAL aB2G £ N3 DY " It's a time of celebration, a wedding, and a festival!".

Joy as a Manifestation of Divine Grace

The opening line, “#&nU +A7NL 91" — “My joy has blossomed and overflowed” — is a
reflection of a deep spiritual truth that is embedded in many Ethiopian religious and cultural
beliefs: true joy cannot be manufactured or achieved through material means alone. It is a gift from
God. In Tigrigna culture, joy, or ‘hagosay’ (happiness), is seen as a state of spiritual wholeness, a
sign that the individual has been favored by the divine. This joy isn't just from human effort; it's a

divine response to a faithful and hopeful heart, even during difficult times.

The imagery of overflowing joy suggests that this happiness isn't fleeting, but a deep fulfillment
that goes beyond temporary circumstances. It's an experience of spiritual abundance, where one
realizes that joy isn't just personal satisfaction, but a divine sufficiency. In the Tigrigna worldview,
true joy is seen as a form of spiritual healing that affects both the individual and the community.
When one person is blessed, their joy is shared among all, creating a communal celebration of

divine mercy.
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Dream Fulfilled Through Divine Timing and Grace

The second line, “+7%4 A49% HiNZ” — “The dream | once carried has now come true” —
highlights the idea that God’s will and timing transcend human understanding. In Tigrigna spiritual
thought, personal dreams and aspirations are considered divinely guided. The process of waiting,
praying, and trusting in God's timing is seen as just as important as the dream'’s fulfillment itself.In
this light, the “dream” is not a mere goal, but a spiritual journey that is undertaken with the belief

that everything happens according to divine purpose.

In Ethiopian Christianity and Islam alike, there is the understanding that life’s events are written
by God, and human efforts are in partnership with divine will. As such, the dream that is fulfilled
IS not seen as a mere human achievement but as a spiritual reward, a manifestation of God’s favor
that results from faith, patience, and prayer. When the dream is realized, it is not just the result of

personal struggle, but the culmination of a spiritual journey that aligns with God’s divine plan.

God as the Source of All Sufficiency

The third line, “7iA 78 #L Ade +0Ar” — “With the Lord beside me, what could | possibly
lack?” — embodies the essence of spiritual sufficiency. In the Tigrayan worldview, God is the
center of all life, and nothing exists outside of divine will. This expresses the core belief that when
God is present, material possessions and human achievements become secondary. God’s presence
is the ultimate source of peace, contentment, and abundance. The speaker reflects a common
sentiment in many Ethiopian traditions, where one’s relationship with the Creator is viewed as the

root of all good things.

This line also underscores the spiritual concept of contentment. Tigrayan people are taught that
material wealth and worldly success are temporary, and that true satisfaction comes from a spiritual
alignment with God. “God provides all needs; nothing is lacking when He is near.” The individual

who walks with God feels complete, regardless of external circumstances.

The Transformation of Sorrow into Joy

Finally, the line “AN.E AnNe 449 &7+ h7” — “Oh my — the bitter path has turned into a

celebration” — speaks to the transformative power of divine intervention. The journey from
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suffering to joy is a common theme in Ethiopian spiritual music, where the trials of life are

acknowledged but are always viewed through the lens of divine purpose.

In Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity and Islam, suffering is often viewed as a form of spiritual
testing, and it is believed that divine mercy can lead to the transformation of suffering into
something beautiful and celebratory. The speaker’s declaration that the “bitter path™ has turned
into “a feast” is a powerful statement of faith in the idea that God’s intervention can heal the soul
and transform pai n into spiritual growth. This resonates with the biblical and Quranic concept that

“suffering endures for a night, but joy comes in the morning.”

This song has a communal dimension in addition to its individual experience. Spiritual fulfillment
IS never seen as isolated; it is a shared experience that resonates through the entire community.
When one person’s dream is fulfilled, the entire community celebrates. The shift from sorrow to
joy represents a form of communal healing that transcends individual experience. This is why
many traditional songs are performed at weddings, feasts, and public celebrations. They serve as

shared testimonies to the power of divine grace in both personal and collective lives.

Song rehus awde amet by feseha hailay

ADLATHT AAL Gri "Our New Year has flourished like a beautiful harvest."
ADLAMEG &AM +&NN "May our New Year flow with abundance."
AM.LAODFE A-NA IR ACNT LY Our New Year embraces Muslims and Christians alike.
ARLATEFG N £FAN Our New Year is for everyone to rejoice.

Divine Sweetness in Celebration

The first line, “AOL2ATPFT AAL 9GA” — “Our New Year has flourished like a beautiful harvest”

— reflects a sense of spiritual and communal abundance. In traditional Ethiopian culture, harvest
is not only a symbol of agricultural prosperity but also a metaphor for divine blessing and renewal.

The flourishing of the New Year like a harvest suggests a year that brings both spiritual fulfillment
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and material wellbeing. This aligns with the broader cultural understanding that when the land
prospers, so does the soul. Such imagery conveys gratitude for the completion of a seasonal cycle
and hope for continued divine favor.

Divine Peace and Happiness

The second line, “AM.2 A+ &AM +&AN” “May our New Year flow with abundance” expresses

a prayerful longing for overflowing blessings. The repetition of the word “&nNN” (flow) highlights
the continuous and generous nature of these blessings. Flowing abundance” here has two
meanings: it literally refers to food, rain, and resources, while also symbolically representing an
overflow of peace, joy, and communal harmony.The line reinforces the idea that abundance, in its
truest form, is not only physical but spiritual, and it must reach all members of society for the New

Year to be truly sweet.

Unity Across Faiths: A Shared Spiritual Celebration

The third line, “AM.2 ADRHG dARA IR ACHT LY — “Our New Year embraces Muslims and
Christians alike” is a powerful declaration of interfaith unity. Ethiopia embraces both Muslim and
Christian communities, whose centuries of coexistence are reflected in traditional celebrations.
This underscores the inclusive nature of the New Year’s blessings, which extend beyond religious
boundaries. It reflects a deep spiritual and cultural truth: that divine grace and communal joy are

shared among all, and that peace among faiths is a sign of a healthy, morally grounded society.

A Call for Collective Rejoicing

The fourth line, “AM.LATFT N+ £FAHTN” — “Our New Year is for everyone to rejoice” —
broadens the scope of celebration to all members of the community, regardless of status,
background, or belief. The use of “h+A” (everyone) underscores the communal nature of the event.
It affirms that rejoicing is a collective spiritual act—one that is enhanced by unity and shared
participation. In this context, the New Year transcends the mere marking of time, functioning
instead as a spiritual and cultural arena for reaffirming solidarity, generosity, and gratitude to the
divine. Collectively, these expressions provide a profound poetic articulation of Ethiopian

religiosity and communal ethos. They highlight abundance, unity, inclusivity, and joy as blessings
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bestowed rather than achievements attained. The symbolic use of harvest, flowing blessings,
interreligious harmony, and collective festivity illustrates a society deeply committed to moral

order, mutual respect, and spiritual renewal. The song does not simply mark the passing of a
calendar year it affirms a worldview in which joy is sacred, peace is a shared
responsibility, and divine grace is the foundation of community life.

Song zemay by Neguse abadi
+ A0t NNS £6L6L NYAL

" The one with the long, graceful neck, a swaying beauty."

FARTCATR PO Y F +IRAAT TPAL
"The glimmer in her eyes is a metaphor for a lake.”

dohA RIN 927 AN APAAL

"I was afraid of her, that human-like gaze.”

YN N9PIR TRIPTIPIR FN TN, NATPTID

"Give me their names, the Tabots /Arks you believe in, so I may pray to them."”

The singer begins with admiration describing the woman's neck as beautifully curved and her eyes
as reflective like a lake. In tigrai poetry, physical beauty is often used as a metaphor for deeper
qualities like grace, emotional depth, and inner peace. For example, a lake symbolizes stillness
and spiritual reflection. The singer, captivated by her presence, is not interested in her affection

but is instead overwhelmed by a sense of spiritual awe and submission.

"Give me their names, the Tabots /Arks you believe in, so | may pray to them."
Symbolism of “Arks” (FNJ1+h,):

In Tigrai spiritual tradition, the tabot (ark) is sacred — it represents the Ark of the Covenant, the

dwelling place of divine presence in Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity. By referring to her trusted

48



arks, the singer elevates the woman to a spiritually revered status, akin to a saintly figure or divine
intercessor. He is not simply asking for her attention — rather, he seeks to intercede through the

sacred vessels she reveres, acknowledging her spiritual depth. This reflects:

Spirituality as Respect and Submission:

This plea shows that, in Tigrai traditional culture, love is not only emotional — it is profoundly
spiritual. The singer implicitly communicates a sense of unworthiness, suggesting that direct
address is inappropriate. Instead, he inquiries about the spiritual intermediaries in whom the
beloved places trust, so that he might seek their blessing before approaching her. This reflects a
worldview in which relationships are regarded as sacred commitments, necessitating spiritual
sanction and reverence. Not just emotion but spiritual preparation, family blessings, and cultural

respect.

In saying “Give me the names of your trusted arks to plead with,” the singer reveals that love is
not earned by strength or words alone — it must be granted through the divine. This reflects the
Tigrai worldview where affection, courtship, and marriage are bound by sacred traditions,
intercessory rituals, and respect for spiritual order. Furthermore, spiritual intermediaries are not
merely religious figures or objects; they embody cultural values, elders, rituals, and collective
beliefs. The singer’s message implies that to love someone authentically, one must first respect the

sacred principles that shape her identity.

To strengthen the lyrical interpretation, evidence was drawn from interviews and focus group
discussions, which provided deeper insight into community perspectives. Spirituality consistently
emerged as a central theme in these dialogues. Nearly all participants emphasized that traditional
songs frequently embed messages of faith, moral responsibility, and gratitude to the divine.
According to respondents, such songs play a vital role in reinforcing core values, including
honesty, humility, and communal harmony. A recurring idea was that even during times of
hardship such as displacement or loss music serves as a spiritual anchor. Participants emphasized
that these songs often reference God, divine justice, and the centrality of prayer. As one elder
observed, even moments of grief are accompanied by songs of gratitude to God, reflecting the deep

intertwining of culture and faith. This perspective was widely shared, with many respondents
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viewing traditional songs as a medium through which cultural identity and spiritual devotion are

simultaneously expressed.
4.3 Cultural

Traditional Tigrigna songs reflect the cultural identity, social consciousness, and spiritual
worldview of the Tigrai people. Through their melodies and lyrics, these songs offer insights into
the collective memory, emotional depth, and symbolic imagination of the community. They serve
not only as forms of artistic expression but also as cultural documents that preserve the historical

experiences and social fabric of Tigrai society.

Songs often highlight shared labor and social rituals—such as farming, festivals, and religious
gatherings—emphasizing unity, mutual responsibility, and social solidarity. These themes
underscore the significance of interdependence in Tigraian cultural life and reflect how music

reinforces communal bonds across generations.

Symbolism plays a central role in expressing cultural meanings. Rich in metaphors, allegories, and
imagery drawn from nature, history, and spiritual belief, Tigrigna songs use symbolic language to
convey layered messages about identity, resilience, and moral consciousness. These symbolic
elements allow listeners to connect personal experiences with broader cultural and philosophical
concepts, deepening their emotional and intellectual engagement with the music. Spirituality also
figures prominently in these cultural expressions, with many songs reflecting a deep connection to
the divine, moral reflection, and religious devotion. By invoking sacred values, divine justice, and
the essence of the human soul, these songs articulate the spiritual foundations of Tigray’s cultural
heritage while simultaneously serving as vehicles for ethical instruction and moral education

within the community.

Overall, traditional Tigrigna songs function as vital cultural resources that transmit core beliefs
and social ideals. They serve as living expressions of Tigrai’s historical consciousness and spiritual

imagination, linking the past with the present and nurturing a strong sense of cultural continuity.
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4.3.1 Symbolism in Traditional Tigrigna Songs

Symbolism plays a central role in traditional Tigrigna songs, allowing complex emotions and
ideas to be expressed in a way that resonates deeply with the listener. In these songs, symbolism
frequently employs imagery from nature, daily life, and cultural traditions as metaphoric devices
to communicate abstract concepts such as love, struggle, and unity. In the selected songs ‘“Newah
Qumet” by Desta Gebregirgis and “Zenay” by Neguse Abadi, the use of symbolism enhances the
emotional depth and spiritual resonance of the music for instance, natural imagery such as the
sun, mountains, and the earth often functions as symbolic representations of enduring strength,
resilience, and the profound bond with the homeland. These symbols reflect not only personal
experiences but also collective values, giving the songs a sense of cultural identity and shared
history.

The metaphors used in the lyrics allow listeners to reflect on their own lives while fostering a
deeper understanding of the values that define Tigrai society. Ultimately, the symbolic content in
Tigrigna songs enriches the cultural narrative and helps preserve the traditions, wisdom, and

beliefs of the Tigrai people across generations.

Song "newah qumet " by desta gebregrgs

"1Ph £aF hg® +hA, ANH"
"A tall stature like a young palm tree."” (shibaka)

"APF 1NN A0 Nt AR

"Her delicate body, fed on grass and branches."
"+%94 NHE HA4"

"Has she gone by, having bent down this way?"

"+994N ANE IROL4"
"Having bent down, where is her resting place?"

"R NHe ATRL"
Like it has the aroma of bukri lemon

"AM.L ATPN +NAT NTILL +mTm. 1"
When she turned and smiled, how could | not be enchanted?

The lyrics utilize rich symbolism and metaphor to express notions of feminine beauty, elegance,

and cultural identity. Beyond describing physical traits, each line carries profound cultural,
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emotional, and philosophical significance. Below is a detailed, expanded interpretation of the lines
from the song:

"1Ph €+ h9o+hA, Hinh"
"A tall stature like a young palm tree."" (shibaka)

The metaphor comparing the woman to the shibaka plant is multi-layered, conveying meanings
that extend well beyond mere physical stature. The shibaka plant is a symbol of strength, resilience,
and deep connection to the land. The metaphor does not simply refer to the woman's tall stature
but emphasizes her rootedness in her culture and identity. In the Tigrigna context, plants hold
significant symbolic value, representing growth, fertility, and endurance. By likening the woman
to shibaka, the lyric paints her as someone whose beauty is grounded in her heritage and cultural
soil strong and unyielding, yet gracefully integrated into the fabric of her community. In agrarian
societies like Ethiopia, where the land provides sustenance and continuity, plants often symbolize

life itself, and by extension, the woman is portrayed as a life-giving, sustaining force.

Moreover, the reference to her physical height described as tall signals not just a visual trait but a
metaphorical one. Height in this context represents pride, visibility, and prominence This metaphor
implies that the woman is not only physically striking but also holds emotional and cultural
significance, symbolically standing prominent within the traditions that define her identity. This
metaphor also links her to the broader idea of feminine strength her stature is not just a physical

attribute but a symbol of inner resilience, power, and connection to her environment.

"APT 1NA A6Z At AR
"*Her delicate body, fed on grass and branches."

This line shifts from the strength and rootedness of the previous metaphor to a more subtle, elegant
beauty. Grass is often seen as soft, gentle, and undemanding, yet it is resilient, ubiquitous, and
nourishing. By likening the woman to grass in the field, the lyrics emphasize a subtle and modest
beauty—one that commands respect without seeking overt attention Grass grows silently in the
background, yet it forms the foundation of many ecosystems, just as the woman, though perhaps

not as outwardly commanding as the shibaka plant, still exudes quiet power and significance.
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In numerous cultures, grass symbolizes modesty, spiritual grace, and nurturing qualities. In this
context, the comparison portrays the woman as embodying a humble yet essential beauty that
contributes meaningfully to her community and environment. This form of femininity highlights
inner strength—an influence that may not be openly displayed but is evident through her

demeanor, actions, and interactions.

Within Ethiopian and Tigrigna traditions, women frequently assume nurturing and sustaining
roles, analogous to the life-giving function of grass in nature. This metaphor also ties the woman
to nature and the environment, making her part of a continuous cycle of life and survival. Her

grace is natural, coming from her connection to both her environment and the people she cares for.

"AF NAL AL
"Like it has the aroma of bukri lemon**

This line draws on the sense of smell, which is often linked to memory and emotion, and it
metaphorically connects the woman’s presence to the refreshing, invigorating aroma of the bukri
lemon. The bukri lemon, recognized for its intense and refreshing scent, serves as a symbol of
purity, freshness, and vitality. The comparison suggests that the woman is not only physically
appealing but also deeply refreshing and revitalizing, leaving an imprint on those she encounters.

Her presence is more than just visual; it is an experience that touches the senses and the soul.

In Tigrigna culture, scents and fragrances are imbued with important cultural significance. It is
associated with purity, refinement, and spiritual depth. The scent of bukri lemon becomes a
metaphor for the lasting effect she has on others. When she passes by, her essence lingers in the
memory, like the aroma of a powerful, pleasant fragrance that continues to resonate even after the
moment has passed. The lyric thus suggests that the woman’s true beauty is felt in a deeper, almost
intangible way, not just through her appearance but through the emotional and sensory impact she

leaves behind.

"AD.L h9mh +NAT hT1LL +dFm, 1
When she turned and smiled, how could | not be enchanted?

In this concluding line, the lyric transitions from tangible, sensory imagery to themes that are

emotional and spiritual in nature. The act of the woman passing by gracefully carries a powerful
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symbolic charge. The grace with which she moves evokes an inner serenity, elegance, and dignity.
The singer’s reflection of being touched sings a deep emotional response to her. This reaction
extends beyond mere appreciation of physical beauty, highlighting the transformative effect she
has on those who experience her.

The expression “how could I not be touched?” conveys that the woman’s grace extends beyond
outward appearance, reflecting her inner spirit and emotional depth. Her capacity to create a lasting
impact reveals that authentic beauty is multifaceted, extending beyond mere physical appearance
to touch the emotions and inner lives of others. The lyric underscores that true grace involves not
only outward elegance but also the power to inspire and affect people through one’s character and
personal presence. The symbols and metaphors used throughout these lines work together to paint
a picture of a woman who is strong, graceful, and deeply connected to her roots and community.
The metaphors of the shibaka and grass highlight her resilience, humility, and harmonious
relationship with the natural world. Likewise, references to her fragrance and the profound effect
she has on others underscore the notion that genuine beauty transcends physical appearance,
encompassing emotional and spiritual dimensions. The woman described in the song is not just an
object of admiration; she is a force of nature, whose presence enriches and transforms those around
her. The metaphors are deeply tied to Ethiopian cultural values of strength, modesty, and
connection to both land and community, illustrating a feminine ideal rooted in cultural and spiritual
depth.

Song ""zemay" by segues abadi

ATPM, APL APL

"Her waist bends and sways, over and over again."

ngot My Im.e

She is as straight and graceful as a stick.”

AN HAPNA 6N BC1 NS

"Her neat white teeth resemble ajibo soft and pure."
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A9 CN ADT N+P

"Her fingers like calf heels."

" A&N HAPHA 6N LC1 NG

"Her neat white teeth resemble ajibo soft and pure.”
The whiteness of the woman’s teeth being compared to milk invokes ideas of nourishment, purity,
and vitality. Milk serves not only as an essential and foundational nourishment for a child’s
development but also functions symbolically as a representation of life and sustenance across many
cultures. When applied to her teeth, this metaphor elevates her smile to a symbol of nurturing and
life-affirming energy. It’s as if her smile itself has the power to sustain and comfort those who see
it. The whiteness of her teeth is also symbolic of innocence and unblemished beauty, further
underlining her perfection and allure.
In Ethiopian culture, as in many others, a smile can convey a powerful message, often considered
an expression of warmth and hospitality. Milk, In Ethiopian society, milk holds cultural
significance, symbolizing both sustenance and purity. By likening the woman’s teeth to milk, the
song suggests that her beauty is more than superficial it is life-affirming and connected to

something deeper and more nourishing.
"KR9N6F CN DT N+e
"Her fingers like calf heels."

The comparison of the woman’s fingers to calf heels takes on a layer of strength and vitality, rooted
in natural imagery. Calf heels are often seen as symbols of energy, movement, and growth. In this
metaphor, her fingers are not just delicate, as one might expect, but are imbued with power and
purpose. Her fingers embody a refined grace that is not merely decorative but purposeful, carrying
both delicacy and quiet power. Just as the heel of a young calf anchors its movements and signals
resilience and potential, her hands convey an energy connected to action and vitality. The image
of the calf evokes freshness and youthful drive, underscoring that her beauty is animated alive,
moving, and constantly unfolding. Within Ethiopian cultural settings, where farming shapes much
of daily existence, animals are not only practical companions but also living emblems of strength,

perseverance, and life-giving force.
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The calf is an important symbol in farming communities, often associated with youth, power, and
the potential for the future. By drawing this comparison, the song places the woman in a position
of both elegance and strength, emphasizing that her beauty is not just physical but rooted in a
deeper, active form of vitality.

To complement the lyrical analysis, insights were gathered from interviews and focus group

discussions, offering deeper understanding of how this theme is perceived by the community

Participants emphasized the abundant use of symbols and metaphors in Tigrigna songs. Both elders
and musicians noted that traditional music frequently draws on imagery from the natural world,
historical events, and daily life to communicate profound meanings. Animals such as lions or
doves, landscapes like mountains and rivers, and everyday items like the shash (headscarf) or
mekenet (walking stick) often symbolize qualities such as bravery, tranquility, honor, or wisdom.
Respondents agreed that these symbolic devices not only enhance the songs’ aesthetic appeal but
also function as carriers of cultural knowledge and social values. A cultural expert explained,
“When you hear a mountain in a song, it’s not just a mountain it’s resilience, history, or a person’s

strength.
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Summary of Findings

This study reveals that traditional Tigrigna songs produced between 2008 and 2011 EC function
as rich cultural texts that go beyond entertainment to encapsulate the ideological, philosophical,
and cultural identity of the Tigrai people. Through a combination of lyrical analysis, interviews,
and focus group discussions, it becomes evident that these songs are living repositories of
collective memory and evolving social values. A major finding is the central role of nationalism,
which is prominently expressed in the lyrics and widely affirmed by community members and
cultural experts. During this period of political upheaval—marked by rising tensions between the
Tigrai regional government and the federal state—traditional songs became tools for promoting
unity, pride, and cultural resilience. Instead of just mirroring historical events, these songs actively

molded political identity and confirmed Tigray's unique position within Ethiopia.

Participants emphasized that many of the songs from this era celebrated historical victories,
honored fallen heroes, and articulated a shared sense of sacrifice. This nationalist sentiment was
not abstract but emotionally charged and grounded in the lived experiences of the community. As
tensions intensified, the music took on a protective role—safeguarding Tigraian identity from
perceived threats and fostering solidarity among listeners. This aligns with scholarly insights
suggesting that traditional music, particularly in Ethiopia, has historically served as a form of
ideological mobilization during times of social unrest. The lyrics from this period thus reflect a
shift from broader Ethiopian nationalism to a more exclusive and self-assertive Tigraian

nationalism, expressing regional pride and autonomy.

Along with nationalism, spirituality emerged as a deeply rooted theme in traditional songs.
Participants frequently spoke about how music in Tigrai serves as a spiritual anchor during times
of hardship, loss, or displacement. Songs often include references to divine justice, gratitude to
God, and the moral responsibilities of individuals within the community. This spiritual dimension
is closely tied to the cultural worldview of the people, where religious faith and artistic expression
are interwoven. Music not only provides emotional comfort but also reinforces ethical values such
as humility, honesty, and communal harmony, making it a powerful medium for both spiritual

reflection and moral instruction.
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Another key finding is that traditional Tigrigna song lyrics heavily use symbolism and metaphor.
Respondents highlighted that musician draw on natural elements, historical references, and
everyday objects to convey complex social messages and cultural values. Symbols such as lions,
mountains, rivers, and household items like the shash or mekenet were commonly interpreted as
representations of courage, endurance, peace, and wisdom. This symbolic language not only
improves the songs' artistic quality but also creates deeper, more layered meanings that connect
strongly with listeners. Especially during the politically sensitive 2008-2011 EC period,
symbolism became a subtle yet powerful tool for expressing political emotions, cultural identity,
and collective resilience. Overall, the findings demonstrate that traditional Tigrigna songs are
dynamic cultural artifacts that bridge generations, preserve heritage, and guide both ideological

and moral thought within Tigrai society.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Conclusions

The analysis of traditional Tigrigna songs from the 2008-2011 EC period reveals that these
musical expressions are deeply interwoven with the cultural and philosophical identity of the
Tigrai people. A key conclusion drawn from the study is the powerful role of nationalism and
patriotism embedded in the lyrical content of the songs. The repeated emphasis on unity, sacrifice,
and devotion to the homeland speaks to a strong collective consciousness that values national
identity and resilience. This thematic presence is not abstract it is rooted in the lived experiences
and historical struggles of the Tigrai people. These songs act as expressions of communal unity,
capturing the emotional and psychological essence of a people committed to safeguarding their
cultural identity and autonomy. Intertwined with this is the way the songs convey spiritual and
ethical principles, which form a core part of the social perspective in Tigrai. Invocations of divine
presence, ethical conduct, and spiritual endurance reveal that these songs operate as more than
artistic or nationalistic tools; they are also moral instruments that guide behavior, reinforce
communal ethics, and offer comfort in the face of adversity. This spiritual dimension highlights

the inseparable link between music, faith, and communal resilience in Tigrai society.

Another major conclusion is the songs’ symbolic and pedagogical power. Traditional songs use
rich metaphors, allegorical storytelling, and striking imagery frequently inspired by the natural
world, historical events, and everyday experiences to convey complex messages that express
societal values, cultural insights, and philosophical ideas. These symbols are not esoteric; they are
deeply understood and interpreted by the community, making the songs accessible yet
intellectually and emotionally rich. These symbolic elements do more than enhance the aesthetic
appeal of the music; they strengthen its instructive purpose, enabling songs to carry knowledge,
collective memory, and cultural identity from one generation to the next. Taken together, these
observations suggest a broader insight: traditional Tigrigna songs are essential cultural tools,
fulfilling multiple intertwined functions they express ideological values, safeguard historical
awareness, nurture spiritual life, and uphold the continuity of cultural identity. They are dynamic

tools that adapt to the realities of their time while anchoring the community in its values and
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traditions During times of challenge, change, or festivity, these songs provide more than
contemplation they offer guidance, shaping ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that are
distinctively Tigrai. Consequently, the preservation and promotion of these songs goes beyond
mere cultural admiration; it is an effort to protect a worldview, a philosophy, and a collective sense
of identity. The continued vitality of Tigrai’s musical heritage will depend on recognizing these
songs as active agents of cultural continuity and renewal, capable of nurturing both memory and

modernity in a rapidly changing world.
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5.2 Recommendations

This study concentrated on the ideological, philosophical, and cultural aspects reflected in
traditional Tigrigna songs. The findings offer valuable insight into how these songs help preserve

the cultural identity of the Tigrayan people.

First, further studies should be conducted to explore regional variations within Tigrigna music,
especially in areas outside of those studied, such as rural districts and communities where the
musical practices may differ. Documenting the full range of traditional songs, including those that
are performed during specific cultural or religious rituals, will contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of the cultural diversity within Tigrai. greater efforts should be made to preserve
and archive these songs through the establishment of systematic documentation processes.
Collaboration among ethnomusicologists, cultural institutions, and local communities is essential
to record these songs, ensuring they are not lost to time. Educational institutions, such as Mekelle
University, should also prioritize integrating Tigrigna music into their curriculum, offering

students the opportunity to engage with and study these traditions.

Additionally, the Tigrai Regional Tourism and Culture Bureau should actively promote the cultural
importance of Tigrigna music. By incorporating the music into cultural tourism initiatives, the
bureau can create sustainable income opportunities for local communities and artists while also
raising awareness about Tigray's rich cultural heritage. By combining research, preservation, and
cultural promotion, the region can ensure the continuity and vitality of its traditional music for
future generations. In conclusion, by preserving and promoting traditional Tigrigna music, Tigrai
can safeguard its cultural heritage, deepen the understanding of its people’s identity, and create

avenues for its future growth and development.

61



6. References

Aalen, L., & Tronvoll, K. (2009). The end of democracy? Curtailing political and civil rights in
Ethiopia. African Affairs, 108(430), 243-260.

Agawu, K. (2003). Representing African music: Postcolonial notes, queries, positions.
Routledge.

Alemu, Solomon. (2013). The Musical Heritage of Northern Ethiopia. Addis Ababa: Addis
Ababa University Press.

Andargachew, T. (2003). Women and tradition: A study of gender roles in Ethiopian folklore.
Addis Ababa University Press.

Ashagrie, B. (2010). The emotional depth of Ethiopian love songs: An analysis of their role in
personal and social narratives.

Ashenafi Kebede. (1971). Roots of Black music: The vocal, instrumental, and dance heritage of
Africa and Black America. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Ashenafi Kebede. (1999). Roots of love: The social function of romantic expression in Ethiopian
songs. East African Music Journal, 15(2), 59-73.

Ashenafi Kebede. (2005). Nationalism, identity, and music in Ethiopia: A study of Ethiopian
music and national consciousness. Addis Ababa University Press.

Ashenafi Kebede. (2009). Love and social values in Ethiopian traditional songs. Ethiopian
Journal of Social Sciences, 5(2), 25-40.

Asmerom, M. (2008). Courtship and community in Tigrigna love songs. Addis Ababa University
Journal of Ethiopian Folklore Studies, 6(2), 33-50.

Bell, C. M. (1997). Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions. Oxford University Press.

Berhanu, B. (2004). Revolutionary songs and mass mobilization in Ethiopia: 1974-1991.
Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 37(2), 45-68.

Berhanu, T. (2004). Music and politics in Ethiopia: The role of songs in social movements.
Addis Ababa University Press.

Blacking, J. (1973). How musical is man? Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Chernet, A. (2015). Women and music in the Ethiopian diaspora: Migration, identity, and
feminism. Journal of African Cultural Studies, 27(3), 300—315.

62



Chernet, H. (2015). Gender and performance in Ethiopian diaspora music: Feminist
perspectives in a changing cultural landscape. African Studies Review, 58(3), 83-101.

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
approaches (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approach.

Demissie, T. (2010). Music and memory: Nationalist narratives in post-revolutionary Ethiopia.
Northeast African Studies, 12(1), 112-130.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2011). The Sage handbook of qualitative research.
Finnegan, R. (1970). Oral poetry: Its nature, significance, and social context. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. Gebrehiwet, M. (2011). Symbolism and cultural metaphors in
Tigrigna oral literature. Ethiopian Journal of Language and Literature, 8(1), 25-41.

Frith, S. (1996). Performing rites: On the value of popular music. Harvard University Press.

Gebremariam, Dawit. (2015). Traditional Instruments and Cultural Identity in Tigrai. Journal of
Ethiopian Studies, 41(2), 45-61.

Haile, G. (1997). Theological implications of Ethiopian sacred music.

Hailu, Berhanu. (2012). Oral Literature and Social Memory in Ethiopia. African Oral Traditions
Review, 5(1), 33-50.

Kaplan, S. (1994). Spirituality and music in Ethiopian Orthodox tradition. Ethnomusicology
Review, 2(1), 45-60.

Kaplan, S. (1994). The Beta Israel (Falasha) in Ethiopia: From Earliest Times to the Twentieth
Century. New York University Press.

Levine, Donald N. (1974). Greater Ethiopia: The evolution of a multiethnic society. University
of Chicago Press.

Lomax, A. (1968). Folk song style and culture. Austin: American Folklore Society.

Mekonnen, Tesfaye. (2016). Songs of Resistance: Music and Identity in Tigrai. Ethiopian
Cultural Review, 8(2), 77-94.

Merriam, A. P. (1964). The anthropology of music. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.
Mikael, K. (n.d.). Metaphor and symbolism in Ethiopian poetic traditions.

63



Mebrahtu Tesfay. (2017). The Role of Folk Songs in Political Discourse: A Case Study of
Tigrigna Traditional Music. Journal of African Cultural Expression, 12(3), 112-130.

Nettl, B. (2005). The study of ethnomusicology: Thirty-one issues and concepts (2nd ed.).
Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Nketia, J. H. K. (1974). The music of Africa. W. W. Norton & Company.

Shelemay, K. K. (2001). Music, ritual, and religion in Africa: Studies in ethnomusicology.
University of Chicago Press.

Shelemay, Kay Kaufman. (2006). Ethiopian musical symbolism and cultural memory. Journal of
the Society for Ethnomusicology, 50(2), 150-175.

Shelemay, Kay Kaufman. (2006). Music, memory, and identity in the Ethiopian diaspora. In K.
K. Shelemay (Ed.), Soundscapes: Exploring music in a changing world (pp. 231-248). W. W.
Norton.

Shelemay, Kay Kaufman. (2007). Soundscapes: Exploring music in the Ethiopian context.

Small, C. (1998). Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening. Wesleyan University
Press.

Stokes, M. (1994). Ethnicity, identity, and music: The musical construction of place. Oxford:
Berg Publishers.

Tadesse, W. (2012). Sacred and secular interconnections in Ethiopian music. Journal of
Religion in Africa, 42(4), 355-376.

Temkehet Teffera. (2015). Zar spirit possession among the Amhara and the role of music.

Turino, T. (2008). Music as social life: The politics of participation. University of Chicago
Press.

Uhlig, Siegbert. (Ed.). (2013). Encyclopaedia Aethiopica: O—X. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz
Verlag.

Zemp, A. (2009). Symbolism in Ethiopian music: Metaphors and allegory in Tigrigna songs.
Addis Ababa University Press.

64



Appendix 1 lyrics of songs
"Fetweki Adey'" by Gebru G. Mariam:

"ATeXP GLL T 98 NIkAT NUC e
Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of many nations/ethnicities.

"IHE NATH, 2 hedh 2hLCe”
Without you, 1I'm not proud to stay overnight.

"ATeXP GLL TNGAL NAT L9 hLN"
Ethiopia, my mother land, a land of peace and democracy.

"+h4 AN AR TNHA CAPAL"
A lot of sacrifices have been paid for you.

"t94-L 9LL 198 %90 +hht”
Tigray, my mother land, the land of shooters.

Song weynalem by Neguse abadi

“"APL AAPL FFHhNY +T,PL"
Wow Laleway be proud Tigraian

"B +I8AL Y+ +BA"
A heroic fighter, a sharpshooter with a steady aim

A @LF A Nhl Fhln, ATPNN"
By land and by sea, a tiller, a swimmer.

"N B 9PN 29704 F6P P PN+ £IPM”
Shirak with Gambale armor with the quilt

" pLF N79°N0% PN+ hH G Im"
A bullet through his forehead, you never afraid

“"APLIPLP INH AFLIPLIPP AUU
Grumbled, guy, grumbled, ahoho

A0 +mALs ThNh, +94.L P
We are blessed and glad to be born of you, my homeland Tigray.

aAgeld hALIPT hLsP
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they are slender with A graceful hue
N%4 7. NYA=7 119L 9" aPh A-
Those who claim our belonging, who swear by their homeland.
HSNEL Y7297 0044 A TP AP
Their glorious country, the land of Ethiopia.
DAL F+NATF7 @A LFI° AP
If she says, ‘I gave birth Yes, she bore them with pride.
Song "'tigrai adey by berihu mehari*

9.LP 9.LP avf1¢d a0 Gy AH11LP
My country, my country, the origin of my identity, my pride.

SLP SLP 5A AN A 3R NOAP
My country, my country, I am here for you, by myself.

F94L HOLL h7LL LA Hh18
Tigray, my country, how much it endures and how much it bears.

+94L HOLL F9°Fm] O +h PLAPY
Tigray, my country, you please me; show me your progress.

NL®h H+LhN A4
Peace that has been found by your children.

+4£NP 97N 871 MAI®
He forgets when he is full, the betrayer.

e b HA FOILP Bt
Hold on to the truth and you will overcome everything.

1t 3 NCO +FNN
You pour water on the burning embers.

AHHL A22 HEA TP
Tell me what you want.

F94L HGLL 70 A AP
Tigray, my country, to whom do I say this?
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79.L 79.L A5 71144 h
For me, for me, we all will say "*for you."'

mAL+5 5L INh A8 R

Aren’t you, our mother?

Song LrN AD.LATPF DY FNY YL£AL

644 HLN GMF +HL L ""The shadow of the new year has spread.".

oLanh LING 49 ""May He grant us a long life.”
h1 NYL 3AN+L Lang A small cloud from the sky."
hel a4+ 3AN+TL POT ""A little bit of health from the earth."

av-fd 9° hCN+L7% he £A%  ""Without differentiating between Muslim and Christian."

59P5 APTAAT At b5 ""May the one who made us love each other not separate
APTAAT us."

Lyrics of the Song 71£77 711+

+ENU HINL 9t "1 am joyful, having gathered my happiness."'

+748. hAdT] Wi "The dream that was, has become a reality."

NA 78,7 F#L 4fe +0k7 With the Lord beside me, what could | possibly lack?
ANE ANL dBLG 4N h) " It's a time of celebration, a wedding, and a festival!"'.

Song rehus awde amet by feseha hailay

AD.LAES AAL 9fA ""Our New Year has flourished like a beautiful harvest."

AM.LAO TG &AM +&AN ""May our New Year flow with abundance."
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AD.LA®ES ARL OhA "Our New Year has flourished like a beautiful harvest."
AMLRODTG AR A gD R TP Our New Year embraces Muslims and Christians alike.

AMLAM TS A &4A0N Our New Year is for everyone to rejoice.

Song zemay by Neguse abadi
+ AT NG €6L0L NYAL
""The one with the long, graceful neck, a swaying beauty.""
TAATCAI® P4 TS +IRAAT TPAL
"The glimmer in her eyes is a metaphor for a lake.""
dlhA RN GLY NN APAAL
"1 was afraid of her, that human-like gaze.™
YN he9° ThIPIE9° FNJF+h, hATRFT
""Give me their names, the Tabots /Arks you believe in, so | may pray to them."
Song "'newah qumet ** by desta gebregrgs

"1Ph €T hoo+hA, ANH"
"A tall stature like a young palm tree."" (shibaka)

"APT 1NA A6Z At AR
"*Her delicate body, fed on grass and branches."

"+%9.4 NHA2 hA 4"
"*Has she gone by, having bent down this way?"*

"+%94N ANE 044"
"*Having bent down, where is her resting place?""

A NHe AL
Like it has the aroma of bukri lemon

"Am.L h9mh +NAT h1LL +dFmy”
When she turned and smiled, how could | not be enchanted?
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Song "'zemay"" by segues abadi
n™m, AL AL
""Her waist bends and sways, over and over again."'
hot om,T 9.5

She is as straight and graceful as a stick.”

AE&N Ha hA en £C1 NS
""Her neat white teeth resemble ajibo soft and pure.”

A9N6F CN AhS N+P
""Her fingers like calf heels."
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Appendix 2 Focus Group Discussion (FGD) Questions

1.

2.

How is nationalism reflected in the traditional Tigrigna songs of 2008-2011 EC?

What lyrical phrases or expressions show a strong connection to homeland and identity?

. How did these songs portray the struggle, sacrifice, or pride of the Tigrayan people?

. Do you see differences in how men and women were represented in patriotic songs of that time?
. How do melodies, rhythms, or performance styles also reflect a nationalist spirit?

. How is spirituality expressed in the songs of 2008-2011 EC?

. Which songs emphasize devotion, prayer, or moral lessons?

. How do the lyrics reflect belief in a higher power or divine guidance?

. Are there songs where spirituality is blended with daily struggles and hopes?

10. How do performers use voice, instruments, or style to reinforce spiritual meaning?

11. How is symbolism reflected in the songs of 2008-2011 EC?

12. What natural images (mountains, rivers, land, sky) were used symbolically in songs of that

time?

13. What cultural symbols (mother, family, cattle, war tools, etc.) appeared repeatedly?

14. How do symbolic expressions strengthen the message of the song beyond literal meaning?

15. Can you give examples where one symbol carried multiple meanings depending on context?
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Appendix 3 Informant Interview Questions
1. In what ways did songs of 2008-2011 EC reflect patriotic or nationalist ideology?

2. How did the songs link national identity with sacrifice and struggle?

3. Which musical or poetic techniques made the nationalist message more powerful?

4. How were heroes, martyrs, or the homeland represented in these songs?

5. How do the songs of 2008-2011 EC reflect spiritual devotion or moral values?

6. How did singers use religious language or imagery in these songs?

7. Which songs connect spirituality with social responsibility or ethical living?

8. Do you think spirituality was presented more as personal faith or collective guidance?

9. How did spiritual themes affect the tone and mood of the songs?

10. How is symbolism reflected in the lyrics and performance of 2008-2011 EC songs?

11. Which cultural or natural symbols appeared most often, and what did they represent?

12. How did audiences at that time understand these symbols—Iiterally or metaphorically?

13. In what ways did symbolism make the songs powerful tools of communication?

14. Can you explain one or two powerful symbolic references from that period and their meanings?
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