
	  

	  

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Awra Amba,  
where an Ethiopian utopia 

becomes reality 

Photographs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

August 2014 



2	   Awra	  Amba,	  where	  an	  Ethiopian	  utopia	  becomes	  reality	  

	  

	  

	  

Awra Amba was founded in 
1972 near Lake Tana – the 
source of the Blue Nile, in 

northern Ethiopia. This 
village is strongly united by 

a culture of humanistic 
ideals: integrity, equality, in 

particular between the 
sexes, solidarity, respect for 

children, absence of 
religious practice, peace. 

Drugs are forbidden.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	   	   	  

Situated in the Ethiopian 
highlands, at an altitude of 
nearly 2000 m, surrounded 
by hills, the village is 
reached by a track which 
the inhabitants have laid 
with stones, through fields 
and scrubland, seen here 
in the dry season (April), 
with the first houses in the 
background. 
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	  
	   	   	  

	  

The community of 450 
inhabitants has a surface 

area of only 17.5 hectares 
(43 acres), which is very 

little for a country village 
and far from sufficient to 

feed itself. Most of the 
houses are roofed in 

corrugated iron.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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Early morning in 
December, the village is 
waking up. The grass is 
already dry, since it is far 
from the rainy season. 
Rainfall in the region is 
about 1300mm a year, 
compared to an average of 
867mm for France. So 
there is plenty of 
vegetation, acacia and 
eucalyptus in particular. 
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

The village is centred 
around an open space with 

a large tree, with steps 
which are often used for 

meetings. Behind it is the 
cooperative grocery shop.  

(Photo Robert Joumard 

Previously, the village houses all had thatched roofs. These 
are being replaced by corrugated iron. The houses are 
usually built of wattle and daub – wood and earth. Papaya 
trees line the narrow lanes. 
(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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The general shop, where 
all the inhabitants can buy 

food, shoes, clothes, 
cleaning products and 

hardware. To the rear is 
the cooperative’s lorry, 
one of its two vehicles.  

(Photo Claudine 
Legendre-Crespo) 

Zumra Nuru is the leader of this community. Born to poor 
countrypeople, as a child he rebelled against the injustice, 
the harsh behaviour and the dishonesty of traditional 
Amhara society. With a score of other countrypeople, he 
founded the community, a utopian socialist endeavour like 
so many others elsewhere.  
But the neighbours were scandalised by the sex-equality, 
children’s rights and the absence of religious practice. The 
community went through troubled times, experiencing 
violence and exile. Zumra is still often accompanied by an 
armed guard, seen here in the background.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	  

	  

Here, children have rights 
which are respected: no 

initiation rites, no severe or 
corporal punishment, no 
insults or harsh words. A 

characteristic of Awra 
Amba, noted unanimously 

by observers, is the parents’ 
deep attachment to their 

children. No sacrifice is too 
great for them.  

(Photo Claudine Legendre-
Crespo) 
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The children have three 
distinct duties: to attend 
school, to play, and to help 
in the work of the 
community, because “our 
sons and daughters have 
the right to education and 
to play”. However, the 
children work very little in 
comparison with those in 
the surrounding villages, 
like these two boys, about 
ten years old, who are 
working. 
(Photo Claudine 
Legendre-Crespo) 

	  

	  

The community first built this little school in the centre of 
the village, later converted into a nursery school, now 

replaced by a larger building, where a woman member of 
the community takes the children every day from 8 to 9 

a.m. and from 2 to 3 p.m. The children learn the rudiments 
of reading and arithmetic, and the values of the 

community.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

The schoolchildren of Awra 
Amba attend school more 
regularly than those of the 
other villages, never 
missing a class. Before 
going to school, they are 
called together in the centre 
of the village by a member 
of the education committee. 
They are the first to arrive, 
together, at the school, and 
the last to leave, filing out 
10 to 15 minutes after the 
others. 
(Photo Robert Joumard) 	  
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In September 2009, a state 
school opened near the 

village of Awra Amba. It 
now has 16 classes 

covering 10 primary and 
secondary levels and is 
rather better-equipped 

than other state schools.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	   	   	   	   	  

Girls and boys all attend 
school for as long as 
possible, depending on their 
ability, like these girls on 
their way to secondary 
school. The illiteracy rate is 
three times lower than 
elsewhere. Eighteen of the 
community’s children are at 
university; around fifteen 
others have already 
graduated.  
(Photo Claudine Legendre-
Crespo) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

The community built a 
second library in 2007. Its 

benches and tables are 
made of stone, wood and 
earth, covered in plastic. 

With no electricity, it is 
open from 5 p.m. until 

nightfall, and contains more 
than 600 works, principally 

on language and science, 
used mainly by the village 

schoolchildren.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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Spinning and weaving are an important source of income 
for the village. The cooperative purchases raw cotton in 
Addis Ababa. This young woman is spinning cotton as a 
weekly contribution to the village’s social fund, used to 
assist the elderly, invalids and others in need, and for 
village maintenance.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	   	   	  

	  

All adult community 
members must work 6 days 

a week, apart from infirm 
elderly people, those who 

are ill, and women who 
are shortly due to give 

birth.  No tasks are 
allocated according to sex 
or age, only according to 

ability.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock)	  

	   	   	   	  

In Awra Amba, men and 
women share both 
traditionally female tasks 
– such as fetching water – 
and traditionally male 
work. Only pregnancy and 
breastfeeding are reserved 
for women, by reason of 
physical reality, not a 
social gender-related 
choice.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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The minimum age for 
marriage is 19 for women 
and 20 for men; whereas 

in the rural Amhara 
population, 5 % of boys 

and 8 % of girls from 10 to 
14 are already married. 

Single and divorced 
women, of whom there are 
a certain number, are not 

frowned on.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	  	  

Limited general meetings 
take place every Tuesday 
under a large tree in the 
centre of the village. They 
talk about children to be 
sent to study in town, 
gender equality, care for 
the elderly and the sick, 
and all other daily 
matters.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

The community and the 
cooperative which 

organises most of the 
inhabitants’ activities are 

run by general meetings 
and by a number of 

residents’ committees 
which cover all the tasks 
to be done. The members 

of these are elected and 
may be dismissed at any 

time. Almost as many 
women as men take part.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 
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No-one need fear old age, illness, hunger, etc. so long as 
the community is able to assist them. Elderly or 
handicapped people who are no longer able to work are 
cared for by the community, since they are considered to 
have contributed to the community when they were able to 
work.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	   	   	  

	  

	  

Elderly people live in this 
building, where they have 

three meals a day, are 
washed (bathed by 

volunteers three times a 
week) and cared for without 

charge, 24 hours a day. 
Everyone pays to the 

community a contribution 
for the elderly. “Old people 

belong to us all, they are 
part of our family”.  

(Photo Claudine Legendre-
Crespo) 

	   	   	   	   	  

This old people’s home 
has twelve little individual 
rooms which are 
maintained by the 
community, lodging seven 
elders aged from 75 to 
104, one of whom is from 
outside the community. 
Elderly people from 
outside are taken in only 
on a very limited basis, by 
reason of the lack of 
means.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 	  
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Basic medical care is 
provided in this little 
infirmary, which the 

community built in 2007, 
and in a new building 

provided by the State in 
2009.  Open to all, but on a 
paying basis, the infirmary 

is equipped for prenatal 
care, family planning and 
general first aid. The full-

time nurse is paid by the 
cooperative.  

(Photo Claudine Legendre-
Crespo) 

	   	   	   	   	  

The economy of Awra Amba 
is partly agricultural, 
depending on the 
alternating dry and wet 
seasons: there is more 
agricultural work during 
the rainy season; in the dry 
season the cooperative 
takes over, principally for 
weaving.  The community 
has about twenty zebu 
cattle.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

The farmers work their land 
with a wooden plough 

drawn by two zebus. 
Ploughing and threshing 

are the only two activities 
carried out mainly by men, 

because of the hard 
physical work involved. 

Some of the fields are still 
full of stones, which makes 
them harder to plough and 

reduces their 
productiveness.  

(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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Gender-equality does not 
yet seem to apply to all 
activities, but one should 
remember that tasks are 
allocated according to 
ability. In comparison with 
the way tasks are 
distributed on a gender 
basis in rural Amhara 
society, a remarkable 
achievement has been 
accomplished already. 
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

The community has a 
workshop for spinning and 

weaving, built of 
breezeblocks with a 

corrugated-iron roof, 
financed by the 

Netherlands and the 
government. Both men and 

women work at metal 
looms and at spinning. 

Mothers often have small 
children with them, which 

raises questions about 
safety.  

(Photo Jackie Boocock) 
	   	   	   	   	  

They produce shirts, 
dresses, skirts, tablecloths, 
scarves, hats, serviettes, 
blankets and other items, 
sold on-site, in two small 
shops owned by the 
cooperative in nearby 
towns and at markets.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 
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Many people also weave 
traditional “shemma” 

clothes on a private loom 
at home, which provides a 

significant source of 
income during the dry 

season.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	   	   	   	   	  

Nine electric mills grind 
teff, maize and sorghum for 
the village and 
neighbouring farmers. “The 
neighbours prefer to use 
our mill because they trust 
us and know that we don’t 
cheat”. The principle of 
integrity is explicitly stated 
and applied, perhaps the 
most particular 
characteristic.  
(Photo Claudine Legendre-
Crespo) 

	  

	  

The pectoral crosses worn by the countrywoman in the 
preceding picture and by the young man seated above the 

mill show that they are not members of the community. 
Religion is not practiced in Awra Amba. “We are creating 

our own paradise here on Earth, by our own hard work 
and by our care for each other.”  

(Photo Robert Joumard) 
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The house is furnished 
with a bed with mosquito 

net, benches and 
cupboards built in along 
the walls, all local work. 
The closed cooking-stove 

is a special village design, 
raised off the ground to 

avoid the risk of children 
being burned, and with a 
chimney-flue to evacuate 

the smoke.  
(Photo Jackie Boocock) 

	  
	   	   	   	   	  

	  

7000 people, 9 % of them 
from abroad, come every 

year to learn from this 
“extraordinary initiative 

in the heart of a 
traditional and 

conservative community, 
with its gender-equality, 

work ethic, welfare 
system”: a living example 

for the emancipation of 
citizens, even for Europe.  
(Photo Robert Joumard) 

	   	   	   	   	  

	  

	   	  

	   	  



	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Photos taken by  
Robert Joumard in April 2010,  

Claudine Legendre Crespo in January 2011, March 2012 and January 2014,  
and Jackie Boocock in December 2013.  

Text written by Robert Joumard / robert.joumard@laposte.net 
Translation Sonia Hemingray 
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