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DENA FREEMAN and ALULA PANKHURST (eds.), Peripheral People:
The Excluded Minorities of Ethiopia. London: C. Hurst & Co., 2003.
xxvi + 394 pp. Price: £ 50.00. ISBN 1-85065-657—6 (casebound).
£ 18.95. 1-85065-656-8 (paperback).

This path-breaking book contains a collection of original, field-based stud-
ies of the occupational minority groups in Southern Ethiopia. These craft
worker peoples (smiths, tanners, weavers, woodworkers, basket workers,
potters, hunters, folk healers, ritual specialists) tend to have peripheral
status and low social prestige, but historically fulfil vital economic and
technical functions in the wider society. At the same time, as we know from
other parts of Africa, they are usually seen as having ambiguous status,
feared but loathed, shunned but indispensable. They are often seen by the
‘host’ peoples, mostly agrarian cultivator groups amongst whom they are
settled, as having supernatural powers and/or as being a source of ritual
‘pollution’. The questions of why and how these groups were excluded in
the course of history, and how this exclusion as to food, marriage, com-
mensality, burial, ritual and other social relations functions in day-to-day
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life has long fascinated researchers. They are discussed here in full detail.
From the case studies in this book it again becomes clear that the inequality
between these mutually complementary populations of ‘hosts’ and crafts-
men groups (more than 30 are identified) has a very complex history and is
deep-seated, despite many efforts to reduce it — e.g. in the time of the So-
cialist Derg regime in Ethiopia, from 1974 to 1991. There are nowadays
many examples of individuals who are leaving their group and make careers
elsewhere, and with trends of economic change, decline of traditional
worldviews and influences from globalisation, the position and status of
these groups often considered as caste-like (the editors don’t approve of the
use of this word, generated in the South Asian context) will continue to
change. But still, perceptions and practices of exclusion, e.g., based on ideas
of low descent from a craft worker group, persist.

Both for ethnographic and theoretical reasons this is an interesting and
important book which has much to offer. The editors are to be commended
on having succeeded in engaging a promising group of Ethiopian anthro-
pologists (most of whom products of Addis Ababa University’s Depart-
ment of Sociology and Social Anthropology) in this collaborative project
funded by a number of institutions and NGOs in Ethiopia. Interestingly,
the researchers carried out fieldwork simultaneously, and followed a pre-
set, shared research agenda so as to get roughly comparable data from the
various groups.

As an edited volume this book is remarkably well-structured, with a
comprehensive thematic introduction, well-written empirical chapters, and
two evaluative concluding chapters at the end, reviewing the empirical cases
in the light of general theory. The book also has a good blbhography,
map, and illustrations. The case chapters are on occupational minority
groups in southern Ethiopia among the Gurage, Yem, Kambata, Kafa,
Shekacho, Dawro, Malo, Oyda, Gamo, Wolaita, Sidama and Konso peo-
ples. Two chapters discuss the role of artisans and craft groups who mi-
grated to the mixed southern towns of Woliso and Shashemenne, where
social opportunity and religious conversion allow people to change their
life and to some extent escape their background. These chapters, introduced
per region, contain a lot of new information on the minorities. As the edi-
tors note, for future research (p. xi), an extension of the study of margi-
nalised minorities in the north, west and east of Ethiopia (where they are
less in number) would be promising. Dena Freeman makes some compari-
son with northern groups in her concluding chapter.

In the introductory chapter by Alula Pankhurst a good outline of the is-
sues and the theories is presented, centering on the nature of and the rea-
sons for the production of marginality of these craft workers. This margin-

235 Aethiopica 8 (2005)



Reviews

ality is seen to exist along five dimensions: spatial, political, economic, so-
cial and cultural (p. 2), discussed in turn. The author also reviews existing
theories or ‘paradigms' on the origins and reasons of marginalisation of the
craft worker groups: the ‘ethnic’, the symbolic, the class, the caste and the
culture area approach. He dismisses all of them because of various objec-
tions and concludes that no unitary theory can explain the emergence and
existence of all of these groups.

To begin with, theories offered so far did not include a proper assess-
ment of the views of the craft workers themselves. Doing this shows that
the minorities are often not universally despised or inferior, but also valued
and powerful in some contexts. In addition, Pankhurst emphasizes the ne-
cessity of a comparative view on the craft worker group, and of taking into
account the factor of change, e.g. in the social relations that (re)produce
marginalisation. These three points are, however, methodological, and they
do not necessarily yield a full alternative theory to explain the continued
marginalisation of craft workers replacing the theoretical approaches men-
tioned above. Indeed there can probably be no unified theory that encom-
passes all of the minority groups. The author rightly underlines that in
some empirical cases some of the above theories may indeed be applicable,
e.g., the ethnic one (when groups are the result of migration of conquest) in
the case of the Manja or the Fuga, or the class approach (based on the ar-
gument of internal differentiation due to the development of ranked occu-
pational specialisation). In this sense, his introduction is very productive in
charting virtually all possible elements to be considered when we want to
account for the emergence and persistence of the marginalised minorities.
Freeman’s theoretical conclusion deals with the dynamics of social exclu-
sion underlying the position of craft worker groups, based on an interactive
view of the categories craft workers — peasant cultivators or majority socie-
ty. Her categorisation of minorities looks at stereotyping based on notions
of (non-)pollution and fertility, at historical processes of conquest, migra-
tion, and at developments in political complexity. She in fact makes a strong
case for historical, not symbolic-cultural, processes having led to the for-
mation of the marginalised craft worker minorities.

The editors’ joint last chapter addresses the challenges of change and de-
velopment in historical perspective and in particular addresses the question
of interventions by outside parties to assist the minorities in improving
their life and overcoming marginalisation. Special emphasis is put on social,
and not only economic factors.

Also in his Introduction Pankhurst noted that one aim of the book was
to suggest ways in which the situation of these disadvantaged groups can be
alleviated. This is an important point. There is a need (see p. 25) to reassess
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craft traditions in the current context of Ethiopia’s rural development.
Strategies of rural development are usually marked by prejudices toward
craft workers and the favouring of the cultivators. But status inequalities
and perceptions of social distance and of different personhood between
mainstream people and minorities will take a long time to be transformed.
They are socially and culturally internalised by members of both groups
and durable socio-economic conditions in the countryside perpetuate them.

And when differences become eroded, one might even expect to see ten-
sions between (the descendants of) both groups increase because of the
phenomenon that Sigmund Freud called the ‘narcissism of small differ-
ences’: if people of various backgrounds become ‘too equal’, problems may
resurface. If the opportunity structures of rural life do not change, the
problem of inequality and the lingering marginality of craft workers will
continue to be around. This book will help us understand why. In all, it is
an excellent contribution to the comparative study of marginalized craft
worker groups in Ethiopia.

Jon Abbink, African Studies Centre, Leiden
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