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pretation objective and the sources are well selected. Only the arrangement 

of the bibliography at the end of the book appears somewhat surprising, as 

works published in series are treated inconsistently. Subtitles of books and 

journals are also sometimes included and at other times ignored. But that 

can be a cause for criticism only if one is in quest of a utopian perfection. 

Bairu Tafla, Universität Hamburg 

SASCHA A. KIENZLE, 
: , Tönning – Lübeck – Mar-

burg: Der Andere Verlag, 2010. Paperback, 146 pages, 5 maps. Price: 
€ 25.90. ISBN: 978–3–86247–081–5. 

In 1998–2000 the cruelest and most pointless war raged between Eritrea and 

Ethiopia and caused immense human and material loss on both sides; as a 

result the basis of their economies was weakened for many years to come. 

The book opens with these facts and gives a brief description of the numer-

ous international publications launched to explain the various aspects of the 

disastrous event. 

Precisely that seems to have also been the intention of the author of this 

monograph who apparently is just entering the field of African studies. 

Kienzle writes: “The aim of this work is to examine the various factors which 

effected the warlike outbreak of the Eritrean-Ethiopian border conflict” 

(p. 15). But no passage explains clearly the raison d’être of the book under 

review, particularly in which manner the work differs from other books on 

the causes of the conflict. Apparently the author has read practically all of 

them and compiled them at the end of his monograph under the title “Litera-

tur- und Quellenverzeichnis” (pp. 137–146). He also acknowledges their 

views and factual findings in 530 footnotes. Unfortunately his effort hardly 

included a critical evaluation of his sources. His casual remarks in that direc-

tion merely reflect his unfairness in judgement or even laxity in his research. 

For instance, he complains that he was denied access to the Research and 

Documentation Centre (RDC) in Asmära despite a letter of recommendation 

from the German embassy (cf. p. 19). But nowhere is there mention of his 

attempt to accede any of the documentation centres in Addis Abäba. As far as 

I know RDC recognizes visiting researchers bearing recommendation letters 

from academic institutions. As to the written support of a diplomatic body, it 

should logically be presented to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs first, with the 

hope of redirection of the application to RDC. 
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If so many books and articles the author lists have been published on the 

same subject, why is it necessary to produce such a monograph? The an-

swer is not clearly given in this work. By implication, however, the author 

is dissatisfied with the explanations the publications carry regarding the 

causes of the war and possibly prompted him to undertake the writing of 

the monograph. Unlike the alleged approach of his forerunners, he assumes 

(p. 21) that one should necessarily practise the historical procedure in order 

to present the correct view. He claims that in order to track down the caus-

es of the Eritrean–Ethiopian border conflict, one must first extract the rele-

vant factors from descriptive historical accounts. They must then be analysed 

from the point of view of the discipline itself (i.e. history) as well as “the in-

terest of the high level of national state” (p. 21). He prefers, though, the meth-

od common in of political science for the analysis ( .), not the historical 

one. The first 86 pages of the work are, therefore, devoted to the brief survey 

of the relations between the two countries and their political experience in the 

last four hundred or so years. Toward the end of each narrated historical 

event at least one specific point is scored as a factor, which could have possi-

bly contributed toward retarding their relations. 

The historical aspect can indeed be enlightening if studied in depth, but 

more interesting and relevant to the topic are of course the political and 

economic developments of the recent past (say, the last 70 years) which are 

lightly discussed in the book (pp. 87–125). Quite a few factors are given as 

contributions to the conflict. Among the basic problems raised in this sec-

tion are: the inheritance of undemarcated boundaries in spite of the long 

Italian colonial rule in Eritrea, the repeated breaking of promises and signed 

agreements which led to mutual mistrust, and the tradition of solving politi-

cal problems by force instead of negotiations. Practically all of the pre-

sumed factors are given in the sources the author has used. Even the whim-

sical suggestion of ending the conflict by Eritrea ceding a port to Ethiopia 

in exchange for access to the Täkkäze River to irrigate the semidesert west-

ern part (cf. pp. 126–129) is but an old proposal of an individual writer, 

“Woldegabriel, Berhane”. We can thus conclude that the contribution of 

this book to our knowledge is de facto a review of almost all the works 

published on the so-called border-conflict rather than an originality in his-

torical narrative or political analysis. 

Bairu Tafla, Universität Hamburg 

 

 


