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HERBERT S. LEWIS, Jimma Abba Jifar. An Oromo Monarchy: Ethio-
pia 1830-1932. Asmara: The Red Sea Press, 2001. pp. 180. Price: $
21.95. ISBN: 1569020892."

For the Ethiopian and Ethiopia-focussed scientific public it was overdue
that Lewis’ Galla Monarchy was re-published as a paperback. It was all the
more urgent because the book was forbidden to be distributed in Ethiopia
when it was published first and because it is still not widespread there till
recently. By direct and indirect censorship the contemporary Ethiopian

" Originally: HERBERT S. LEWIS, A Galla Monarchy, Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1965.
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government tried to suppress knowledge of the historical fact that the
Oromo had developed their own states.

Lewis” book continues to be a great contribution to the political anthro-
pology of African political systems and to the history of the Oromo of the
Gibe region. In the first chapter Lewis lays his theoretical ground. As his
starting point here serves Weber’s statement, that there is always a struggle of
reciprocal expropriation of estates between the ruler and those who achieved
a privileged status. In order to work out this struggle or play of interests
Lewis takes a double (or even holistic) perspective. One of his perspectives is
that of the ruler who urges to stabilize his dynasty, the other is that of the
subordinate officials and local clan leaders who are trying to gain their own
material and political advantages. As Lewis shows in the later chapters, the
Jimma kings succeeded in balancing the inter-dependence of the central au-
thority and the substructure so that they were able to gain material wealth in
order to distribute it again to their followers and by this to achieve and/or
stabilize their support. Lewis gives an understandable account of how the
dynasty gradually developed its centralizing policy by a bureaucratic ad-
ministration constituted by officials directly dependent to the king.

For those who have in their bookshelf the first edition, it should be noted
that it would be necessary to buy the paperback version. Only two things
have been added enclosing the original text of the book: the new title and the
“afterword”. The revised title took into account the pejorative connotation
the term “Galla” has — and, as the author points out, already had especially
for the Muslim Oromo in the time of the first publication - and substituted it
with the dignified “Oromo”. The original text remained untouched by accor-
dant alterations. Only in the “afterword” the author’s decisions concerning
the ethnonym is explained. One may think of those few undisciplined readers
who “corrected” books they have lent in the IES library by crossing out the
term “Galla” and replacing it by “Oromo” have to read until the “after-
word” to learn that the author is fully aware of the incorrectness of “Galla”.

The value of the “afterword” lies in a concise account of the main devel-
opments the Oromo and Oromo studies have gone through out the years
after the publication of the book in 1965. The author gives some short bib-
liographical notes and comments which can be helpful also for the non-
specialist public. The author in the “afterword” states self-confidently that
“nothing” since the publication of the first edition “has been added to
Oromo studies that has invalidated the findings of this book”. He even
claims that the basic pattern of agriculture and community he described in
the region did not change significantly. Far from carrying this too far he
points out that modern education is more and more spread among the
population and that urbanization intensified. In my opinion especially the

Aethiopica 7 (2004) 266



Reviews

last point should lead to a more cautious judgement. Urbanization and ur-
ban migration led to more complex social structures determined by new
economic relations and inter-dependencies as well as to an altered organi-
zation of the “economy of prestige”.

Finally it should be recommended to all those interested in the history of
the Oromo as well as those who study the political anthropology of Africa,
to take the appearance of the new edition as an occasion to re-read Lewis’
book or, respectively, to discover it for the first time.

Dirk Bustorf, Universitit Hamburg
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