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Reviews

WOLDE-SELASSIE ABBUTE, Gumuz and Highland Resettlers. Differ-
ing Strategies of Livelihood and Ethnic Reaction in Metekel, North-
western Ethiopia = Gottinger Studien zur Ethnologie 12. Miinster:
LIT-Verlag, 2002. pp. 320 text and bibliography, 32145 appendices.
Price: € 35,90. ISBN: 3-8258-7819-8.

Resettlement for Abyssinian rulers has always been an important means of
their population policy. By resettling colonists from the central regions to
the frontiers around the uncontrolled “periphery” and neighbouring terri-
tories the realm of highland culture(s) was constantly expanded. While re-
settlement relieved the central regions of surplus population and land con-
flicts, the resettlers served to safeguard the country. In the modern era, re-
settlement became a way of providing a new base of livelihood to victims of
famine and drought. During the reign of the Provisional Military Council
(“Dirg”) the resettlement or migration of masses of “highlanders” of differ-
ent ethnic origins into remote lowland regions was organized. The study of
the persevering anthropological field researcher, Wolde-Selassie Abbute,
focuses on the fate of state-sponsored resettlement in the Beles Valley in the
northwestern lowlands of Ethiopia, which was started in the 1980s.

The book deals with the clash of two civilizations, and with the encounter
of two nearly incompatible attitudes towards the natural environment.
Wolde-Selassie Abbute describes this encounter on the basis of a deep analysis
of the livelihood strategies and modes of encroachment on the natural re-
sources of the two population segments in the Metekel zone in northwestern
Ethiopia — with the indigenous Gumuz, on the one side, and the “highland re-
settlers” (Agaw, Amhara from Willo, Shoa and Gojjam, Hadiyya, Kambaata,
Oromo, Tigraway), on the other. Furthermore, the author characterizes the
interethnic relations between all groups involved. In short, the study ex-
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amines the difficult interplay between the three “parties™: the indigenous
“host” society, the “resettlers” and the “environment” or “ecology”.

After the introductory chapters, including a theoretical discussion, Wolde-
Selassie Abbute provides an ethnography of the Gumuz focussing on their
social institutions, livelihood strategies and ecological knowledge systems of
natural resource management. He describes the way nature has her place in
the traditional belief system and discusses the impact the Gumuz livelihood
strategies have on their environment. Then the author turns to the ethnogra-
phy of the “highland resettlers”. Here, focus is placed on the history of the
state-sponsored resettlement of the 1980s and the difficult adaptation of the
newcomers to the new human and natural environment. The integrating role
of social institutions, especially that of self-help organizations, is discussed. In
a next step, the interethnic relations between the Gumuz and the “highland
resettlers”, ranging from conflicts to the development of conflict resolution
mechanisms and coexistence, are examined. The text is completed with a syn-
optic discussion providing analyses, synthesis and conclusion. The quantita-
tive findings of the research are presented in a great number of tables in the
text as well as in the appendix.

The resettlement brought difficult times to the resettlers, to the Gumuz
and to the natural environment. The picture drawn by Wolde-Selassie Abbute
of the first phase of resettlement gets under your skin. Attracted by false
promises by the government and/or pushed by the precarious economic
situation in their home country, the highland plough-cultivators migrated
into an environment, which was completely alien to them. They lost property
in their homelands, thus leaving them insecure, disintegrated, impoverished
and exposed to lowland diseases and an unfavourable climate. The responsible
institutions broadly neglected the autochthonous Gumuz. The land resources
of these shifting cultivators, hunters and gatherers were taken away from
them and treated as if it were unpopulated territory. They lost “resources,
space and autonomy, without having had any say in the matter” (p. 169). The
impact of the resettlement and the increase of population density on the eco-
logical system was, and still is, dramatic. The forest cover was basically de-
stroyed, resulting in soil erosion and the disappearance of the original flora
and fauna. While the Gumuz as well as the natural environment could not
recover from the changes brought on by the resettlement, the highland reset-
tlers gradually adapted to the new circumstances. Despite the discouraging
interference of the local administration, they developed new livelihood strate-
gies such as market exchange, handicraft and other private business activities.
Based on institutions of mutual help, like iggub and iddir, and on the solidari-
ty among the members of the religious congregations, social identities were
rebuilt and relative social safety was re-established.
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Despite my general satisfaction, some critical points, influenced by my
own interests, may be mentioned:

— In my opinion, a work based on anthropological fieldwork should pro-
vide, at least in the appendix, some examples of the (translated) original
speech of the people visited. Such an element is not completely missing in
the book. The documentation of longer oral texts, however, would illus-
trate what the author is discussing and make his empirical base more
transparent. It would also give the reader the chance to directly learn
something about the way thought and knowledge is expressed and orga-
nized among the people concerned. Since “[indigenous] knowledge” is
one of the theoretical key concepts discussed in the book, it would be
helpful if the reader could develop some understanding of the specific
character of the indigenous ecological knowledge and the traditional be-
lief system of the Gumuz based on their own explanations.

— The earth and the land resources are considered “sacred” by the Gumuz
because they are guarded by the supreme being yamba. Different natural
phenomena like trees, rivers or sorghum and pumpkin even have their
own spirits, the missa. The author mentions different ritual regulations in
which the relation of the people with the nature/spiritual world is ex-
pressed. For example, in order to maintain good relations with the missa
of the trees, it is prohibited to cut bigger trees when clearing a field. The
description of such mechanisms of resource management based on the
traditional belief system gives the impression that there is much more to
discover in the details. A minor question remains: Why does the author
call the missa poly—splrlts and not just “spirits”? The term “poly-
spirit” is used in spiritism, while it is only rarely found in religious studies.

— The close reader encounters some unnecessary repetitions (for example, in
the description of the cropping cycle, p. 77) and tautological sentences, like,
for example, the definition of indigenous ecological knowledge on page 30
(“Indigenous ecological knowledge is considered as a subset of indigenous
knowledge and limited, more explicitly, to ecological knowledge™).

Wolde-Selassie Abbute’s doctoral dissertation is a holistic study in the
best sense of the word. This is supported by an intelligently tuned meth-
odological mix that not only includes major instruments of social anthro-
pology, but also considers rural sociology, agriculture studies and political
analysis. His book is to be highly recommended to those interested in the
ethnography of north-western Ethiopia, interethnic relations, contempo-
rary history of Ethiopia, development issues and, last but not least, envi-
ronmental studies. With its multi-perspective view and its environmental
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and social consciousness, the book should be part of the required reading of
the technocrat elite of present Ethiopia.

Dirk Bustorf, Universitit Hamburg
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