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The analysis of inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic relations has become one of the
major concerns of Ethiopian policy since the introduction of the federal sys-
tem in the early 1990s. A thorough knowledge of the processes of interactions
is indispensable for a constructive policy at the national level and particularly
in the “Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Regional State”
(SNNPRS) where almost 50 of the about 70 ethnic entities (or “nationalities™)
of Ethiopia are concentrated. The political scientist Lovise Aalen has chosen
the Sidaama and the Walaytta, who two of the numerically and politically
most important groups of this state. Both groups are culturally related neigh-
bours but have been arch-enemies from time immemorial. The population
amounting to 3.2 million and 1.6 million people respectively inhabits fertile
highland areas with a population density that often exceeds more than 500 per
km2 Despite their admirable degree of agricultural intensification, population
pressure therefore has become an existential problem for both groups, thus
increasing tensions along their common boundary.

The first chapter deals with theoretical considerations regarding the cur-
rent controversies over the limits of institutions in multiethnic societies and
strategies of federalism in general. It is followed by a critical account of self-
determination on the national and regional levels of Ethiopia from the Rev-
olution of 1974 onwards. The primordial, instrumentalist and constructivist
approaches to the discussion on ethnicity are critically evaluated. Aalen
argues in favour of the constructivist position, based on the assumption that
ethnic identity is not static, but permanently subjected to dynamic process-
es of change. This has been a convincing view in my opinion.

The historical and cultural presentation of the two ethnic groups, the
Sidaama and Wilaytta, is restricted to a sketch of relevant data, indispensa-
ble for the understandlng of the contemporary pohtlcal processes. Despite
far-reaching similarities in their ecologlcal and socio-economic conditions, a
striking difference can be stated in their traditional political system, which
originated from the time before the conquest by the Ethiopian Empire un-
der Monilok IT in the 1890s and has been relevant up to the present. The
Sidaama are organized in a basic egalitarian system of territorially concen-
trated clans without a centralized political leadership. The marginalized
group of craftsmen, potters, tanners and smiths, called Hadichcho, are con-
centrated in a territory of their own as a part of the common clan structure.
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The Wailaytta are characterized by a kingship, a sophisticated hierarchy of
clans, a considerable percentage of descendants of former slaves and craftsmen
in the position of outcasts scattered all over the area. These peculiar condi-
tions of the two groups resulted in significantly divergent types of reaction to
the centralistic rule of the monarchy or the Dirg regime in the past as well as
to the challenges of the federal state guided by the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolu-
tionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) in the present time. The necessity of con-
densing historical and ethnographic accounts to a fairly limited scope inevita-
bly entails that facts concerning, for example, the functioning of the gadaa
age-class order or the gibbar system vis-a-vis the military settlers (ndftannia)
from northern Ethiopia, are sometimes not as precise as desirable (pp. 60, 75).
With regard to the transcription of Ethiopian words, personal and ethnic
names as well as cultural terms, the standardisation of the Encyclopaedia
Aethiopica (2003-10) can also be recommended for studies in political science.

Lovise Aalen did not carry out a long-term field research with participant
observation at the grassroots level among the Sidaama and Wilaytta. Fol-
lowing the strategy of political scientists, the author conducted interviews
with local administrators, traditional leaders, elected chairmen of the peas-
ant associations (gédbile), who frequently compete for power and influence
in local communities and districts. The interviewees represent the major
representatives of political decision making, demonstrating why the selec-
tion was indispensable for the particular aim of the study, although one
cannot forget that it necessarily implies a male bias. As it is the case in most
Ethiopian societies, females traditionally do not play an important part in
public affairs, such as councils or administrative matters. The number of
samples taken by Aalen appears sufficient for a statistically relevant basis,
and for the sake of documentation a considerable number of interviews
(partly anonymized for good reasons) is presented in the text.

Beside the remarkable basis of empirical data, the author provided a
thorough evaluation of the relevant literature on post-Revolution Ethiopian
policy as well as on the Sidaama and Wilaytta. However, in most cases only
the names of the authors and the year of publication of the books and arti-
cles are specified. The numbers of the pages in the respective works are not
indicated, so that a quick and precise specification of the quoted materials is
not available. It is regrettable that this meagre type of quotation is becoming
more and more common in the social and political sciences.

The implementation of self-determination in the southern parts of the
country is inseparably connected with the ethnic politics of the central state.
The EPRDF’s rhetoric of “liberating the oppressed nationalities” (p. 98)
was still part of the tradition of the Ddrg. Soon afterwards, however, its focus
was shifted from “national liberation” to stopping what the present rulers saw
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as a process of administrative disintegration and the development of “narrow
nationalism”. The SNNPRS shelters the by far highest number of ethnic
groups in Ethiopia and is potentially most exposed to such a threat. A foreign
observer may sometimes get the impression that every individual in this area
wants to possess his own district or “zone”. A prominent example for violent
dispute caused by administrative measures of the government was the founda-
tion of Wogagoda in North Omo. The four ethnic groups of this area, the
Wilaytta, Gamo, Gofa and Dawro, were merged to one entity led by a com-
mon party. Additionally, the construction of a common language, also called
Wogagoda, was decided for the four groups. These measures were vehemently
opposed and resulted in a serious conflict, the consequences of which I could
personally observe in Shonee on the northern border of Walaytta in December
1999. It is also obvious that inter-ethnic disputes seem to have recently intensi-
fied in some areas, particularly near Lake Abbayya and the Bilate River. For
example, along the borders of Sidaama and Wilaytta, tensions between the two
groups erupted in violent clashes from 2002 onwards. They mostly resulted in
deep disagreement over the extension of a state farm, the territorial attribution
of some peasant associations and grazing rights of mobile pastoralists.

Also in the field of continuity and change in the intra-ethnic relations and
cultural conditions, Lovise Aalen has investigated relevant empirical data. For
example, the marginalized groups of craftsmen and former slaves among the
Sidaama and Wilaytta complained that discrimination against them is now
stronger than before the EPRDF government, which they frankly blame for
this result (pp. 132, 134). Old hierarchies and traditional elements of social life
such as marriage restrictions seem to be as stable as before (p. 129). Despite
campaigns by the central state, marriage by abduction and female genital mu-
tilation is far from being abandoned and the representation of women in ad-
ministrative and political positions has not improved.

In her concluding remarks, Aalen states with regard to southern Ethiopia
that conflicts which were previously understood as expressions of economic
and social issues are increasingly “ethnicised”. She further reaffirms, on the
base of her research data, that ethnic groups are not necessarily cohesive but
are products of internal contestations and power struggles between different
subgroups, just in line with the constructivist approach to ethnicity. Ethnic
political mobilization, as in Ethiopia particularly since the 1990s, must basi-
cally be understood as an outcome of both inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic
relations. I fully agree with the author that ethnicity is a constructed phe-
nomenon which is not inborn or fixed and which can always be manipulat-
ed and mobilized for political goals. I also comply with her conviction
(p. 189) that the analysis of her findings from southern Ethiopia will ulti-
mately contribute to our understanding of the extent to which ethnic feder-
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alism can serve as an instrument of conflict management and prevention in
ethnically diverse societies. It undoubtedly opens valuable insights into the
above-mentioned spheres, but overly optimistic expectations with regard to
their implementation by the political actors will most probably be disap-
pointed.

Ulrich Braukdmper, Georg-August-Universitit Gottingen
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