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Among the Bashada, a small group of agro-pastoralists living in the south-west
of Ethiopia, individual misdeeds and wrong-doing, are expected, and seen as
part of human nature. To stay on the ‘right track’ in life, as the Bashada say,
especially children and adolescents, but also adults, need guidance both by
their seniors, but also by their equals, i.e. their age-mates who are made respon-
sible for each others’ behaviour. Guiding others through advice, scolding and
warning, but also through sanctions such as public reprimanding, whipping,
cursing and social exclusion lays not only the wish to reintegrate wrong-doers.
To re-establish social peace when it has been disturbed through is seen essential
to keep also the supernatural in balance, as unresolved conflicts, incomplete
performance of rituals is believed to cause disaster to the whole community.

In her thesis Susanne Epple has examined social roles males and females
achieve or are ascribed to in the course of their lives and how social rela-
tions among kin and affinal relatives, as well as with neighbours and mem-
bers of the same age-sets are established, and kept active in day-to-day life.
Her research followed different dimensions: she explores the ideals of social
roles and culturally expected behavior from male and female perspective
through narratives and interviews on personal experiences of her inform-
ants. Besides exploring the cultural ideal, she also provides deep insights
into the lives of several individuals, males and females of different ages, and
allows them to speak about their personal and individual experiences, feel-
ings, worries and hopes. Hereby she gives insight into the choices individu-
als can make throughout their lives, and also shows how people deal with
the constraints set by the culture they live in. In her analysis of social rela-
tions she looks compares life in the nuclear and extended family with life in
the community, i.e. neighbourhood and age-system. The Bashada have a
rather simple age-system with age-sets ordered by seniority. Age-sets do not
move through age-grades together, but rather serve to define the relation-
ships and prescribe the behaviour between males who consider each other
as equals (members of the same set), or senior and junior brothers (members
of adjacent sets) in everyday and ritual context. Going beyond the usual
focus on males to which most literature on age systems is limited, Epple
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explores also the worlds of males and females of different ages: children,
adolescent, initiates and adults. In all domains the principle of seniority, but
also the equality of age-mates is strongly emphasized, and the cultural ex-
pectations existent among males, transpire into the world of females, ado-
lescents and children. By giving an insight into daily life in an age-set socie-
ty from multiple viewpoints Epple therefore also offers a new perspective
on East African age-set societies.
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