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SUSANNE EPPLE, ed., Creating and Crossing Boundaries in Ethiopia:
Dynamics of Social Categorization and Differentiation, Afrikanische
Studien/African Studies, 53 (Berlin et al.: LIT Verlag, 2014). 257 pp.
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Since the pioneering fieldwork of Ivo Strecker and Jean Lydall in the early
1970s the region of South Omo has been a major focus of cultural anthro-
pological research in Ethiopia. The editor of this book, Susanne Epple, and
some of her co-authors have been heavily influenced by this academic tradi-

291 Aethiopica 18 (2015)



Reviews

tion. The articles deal with one of the most urgent and challenging topics of
present Ethiopia: the increasing relevance of ethnic boundaries in the federal
state of Ethiopia since the access to power of the EPRDM government and
its promulgation of the doctrine of unity in diversity in the 1990s. This pol-
icy gained particular importance in the Southern Nations, Nationalities and
Peoples Regional State (SNNPRS) where fifty-six of Ethiopia’s seventy-four
ethnic groups are concentrated. Eight of the eleven articles in the anthology
deal with this area.

Of the eleven authors, eight are Europeans and three Ethiopians; however,
the ongoing hegemonic position of foreign anthropological research seems to
be decreasing quite noticeably. The articles, apart from the Introduction, are
divided into three major parts that deal with relevant aspects of stability and
change in inter- and intra-group boundary formations, as well as with the cog-
nitive concept, borders; specifically the alteration and crossing of borders in
southern Ethiopia. Social borders as an overriding theoretical issue have be-
come a topic of central interest since the famous study of Fredric Barth in 1969.
In Ethiopia, the establishment of territorial units based on ethno-linguistic
criteria (e.g., ‘zones’) was a promising attempt at satisfying the desire of the
majority of the inhabitants for cultural autonomy which had long been sup-
pressed by a strictly centralistic government policy. However, the strategies for
overcoming the manifold particularistic interests have obviously proved to be
much more difficult than had been expected by the political agents. That is
why the processes of defining, creating, altering and crossing boundaries will
most probably remain one of Ethiopia’s key problems for several decades.

For reviewers of anthologies of this kind it is common practice to sketch
the themes of the individual articles. More general remarks and criticisms
will be considered at the end of this descriptive part.

The contributions of PartI focus on the alterations and crossing of
boundaries from various angles. Yeraswork Admassie’s article deals with
‘gated communities’, a phenomenon of urban anthropology which—apart
from South Africa—is relatively new in most parts of the southern hemi-
sphere. In Addis Abidba, where the study was conducted, most of such
communities did not exist prior to the 1990s. The author shows that gated
communities basically meet the expectations of a wealthy minority regard-
ing standards of security and luxury, but to a limited extent they also pur-
sue the tradition of neighbourhood-based voluntary associations (addor).
Gebre Yntiso’s article presents data of fieldwork carried out in 2010/11
among the Napatom, a small ethnic group in the border region between
Ethiopia, Kenya and South Sudan. As he aptly puts it, ethnic boundaries are
neither given attributes nor arbitrary constructs, rather they represent con-
sented and contested cognitive lines of group inclusion and exclusion. The
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relations of the Nanatom with their neighbours, the Murle, K¥egu, Toposa,
Turkana, Ddasana¢ and Surma, are regulated by strategic reasons concern-
ing control over resources and maintaining a balance of power. Bosha
Bombe’s contribution on the Ganta in the Gamo highlands analyses a social
problem which is still widespread in rural areas of southern Ethiopia, name-
ly the discrimination of slave descendants despite all the statutes regarding
their full emancipation, from the time of Emperor Hayli Sollase I until the
present. As a pan-Ethiopian phenomenon a similar problem affects craft
workers who are still regarded in many respects as ‘outcasts’. Furthermore
the introduction of (western) Christianity has basically not been able to
eliminate deep-rooted social boundaries of this type.

In Part IT various aspects of status change and interdependencies across
intra-ethnic divides in the area of the SNNPRS are debated. In a compara-
tive approach focussing on agro-pastoralist societies, Susanne Epple high-
lights topics such as the social meanings of dress and body-ornament, la-
bour participation and the relevance of rites de passage for young females.
Sophia Thubauville documents narratives of elderly women among the
Maale who describe the changes which were relevant to their lives in their
society during the last decades: changes in the distribution of work load as
well as in the significance of traditional customs and value concepts. The
author concludes that in the cultural mosaic of South Omo, where many
ethnic groups with differing cultural traits live in close proximity, group
identity is largely derived negatively by dissociating from one’s neighbours.
There is an obvious tendency on the part of women of an advanced age to
claim that their customs and patterns of behaviour were generally superior
to those of the present young generation. The article of Yvan Houtteman
based on fieldwork in 1995 and 1997 examines social relationships within
Ddasanal society and how inherent disturbances are believed to cause dis-
ease and misfortune within the group. The author reveals an astonishing
amount of detail on highly complicated concepts involving such practices as
blessing and cursing, divination, magic, witchcraft and on medical tech-
niques, which are peculiar to the Ddasanaé. The general patterns in these
fields are widespread in Ethiopia, however. Nicole Poissonier emphasises
the theme of death as a fundamental crisis and also as a time of creativity
among the Konso. This group is known for its spectacular funeral rites and
for the rich symbolism memorising the deeds of heroes by erecting wooden
and lithic effigies on their graves. Konsoland marks the apogee of ancestor
worship in southern Ethiopia, and there is a deep-rooted belief that people
will triumph over death through their children. The paper of Tina Briderlin
offers a special contribution of ethnographers, and particularly those of the
Mayence School, to the preservation of cultural heritage in the South Omo
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region. This includes, beside the analysis of political organisation, social struc-
ture, religion and historical traditions, a comprehensive documentation of
material culture. For this purpose, systematic collections of objects from all
spheres of life have been exhibited and stored in local museums, such as in
Konso and Ginka, and workshops have been organised which evidence the
importance and complexity of artefacts in the overall context of human realm.

Part III debates aspects of the differential perception of social boundaries.
Thomas Osmond’s article on competing trends in Oromo studies deals with a
predominantly theoretical and epistemological topic. There seems to be a
growing nativist trend of strengthening the promotion of the ‘authentic
Oromo religion’ confronted with the presently dominant confessions of Chris-
tianity and Islam. The author suggests to overcome sterile and obsolete con-
cepts of hitherto dominant etic approaches and explicitly concludes that the
predominant apprehensions of ‘Oromoness’ as ‘one people’ tend to hinder the
development of new trends in Oromo studies. Wolfgang Bender’s article on
the Rastafarian movement suggests that it is a peripheral phenomenon in Ethi-
opia, but which has attracted a high amount of attention globally in religious
anthropology. The author’s field research in 2002 was obviously not extensive
and new empirical data would be appreciated. Susanne Epple and Fabienne
Braukmann contribute to the cultural, historical and linguistic investigation of
the Bayso and Haro peoples on Gidi¢¢o Island in Lake Abbayya. Although
their sojourns there were fairly short, they have contributed appreciable data in
a field which can explicitly be labelled urgent anthropological research. It is
particularly emphasised that the most prominent boundary marker between
the two groups is defined by a food taboo: the Bayso strictly avoid the meat of
hippopotami whereas this is a common food among the Haro.

The authors of the anthology should be complimented for having provided
a condensed analysis of different facets of boundaries, i.e. their creation, their
symbolic relevance, their preservation and their transgression. It has to be
stated that, during the past decades, particularly the South Omo region with
its extraordinary mosaic of ethnic unities has become a centre of attention for
ethnographic documentation as well as for the advancement of anthropologi-
cal theories. Unlike many other areas in Africa where fieldwork, mainly due
to political instability and military conflicts, is dramatically decreasing, Ethio-
pia and especially the SNNPRS continue to offer favourable conditions for
research. This is particularly appreciated by scholars of the sciences of Man.

A map of southern Ethiopia indicating the areas and ethnic groups of the
case studies would have been helpful for readers who are not specialists in
the geographical regions dealt with in the book. With regard to quotations
there appears to be a growing tendency among cultural anthropologists to
mention only the name of an author and the year of publication of his or
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her work. For the sake of accuracy an indication of the numbers of the pag-
es would more often be desirable.

Ulrich Braukimper, Georg-August-Universitit Gottingen
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