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ABDULKADER SALEH MOHAMMAD, The Saho of Eritrea: Ethnic
Identity and National Consciousness, African Politics/Politiques
Africaines, 5 (Ziirich-Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2013). 384 pp., annex. Price:
€ 44.90. ISBN: 978-3-643-90332-7.

At first sight Abdulkader’s book on the Eritrean Saho is a very classical, al-
most British monograph. In eight main chapters the author discusses the
discrepancies of ethnicity and nationalism, the Saho’s socio-cultural back-
ground as well as their subsistence economy, political organisation and cus-
tomary law, past and present. But as well as filling an ethnographic lacuna
in the Horn of Africa’s complex and confusing mosaic of peoples and cul-
tures, the book is a history of political marginalization from the past to the
present and a call for comprehensive research and further academic writing
on all those ethnic groups in Eritrea whose relations with authority and
statehood are still not stable.

In Abdulkader’s text the Saho emerge as an exemplary social community
in southern Eritrea, claiming common kinship, language and lifestyle. At the
same time they are made from the outside, through ongoing interference and
domination. Once, their cattle’s extensive grazing-grounds spread from the
highland towns of “Addi Qayysh and Sin‘afe down to the coastal desert. Saho
supplied agricultural and animal products to Massawa’s market and protected
the risky, but profitable caravan trade into the region’s mountainous hinter-
land, thus complementing a pastoralist subsistence economy with cash-in-
come. Their remarkable herds as well as their economic dependence on vast
lands, however, also made them a vulnerable group. Saho feared and fought
the raiding Tagrayan feudal lords and $sfta-bandits; they competed with
neighbouring Togronfa-speaking-peasants over land and quarrelled with
Massawa’s na’ib, the Ottoman-installed governor and tax-collector. They
suffered from the Italian colonisers’ re-distribution of apparently empty land
in Eritrea’s southern highlands, from Hayli Sallase I’s inherent mistrust of
Islam, nomadic pastoralism and segmentary lineage organisation as well as
from the succeeding Dirg regime, who believed in agro-industry, command
economy and sedentarism to cement political stability and boost the develop-
ment of a modern nation.

In this light the Saho appear as local pastoralists struggling to survive in
continuous regional power struggles, but they are also presented as political
actors, who self-confidently claimed their role in history as well as in the pre-
sent. By permanently fending off foreign domination—disguised as Orthodox
supremacy and imposed by the Tagrayan lords, the modern Ethiopian state
and the rival Togrofifia-speaking peasantry in the now Eritrean highlands—the
Saho developed their own ethnic identity and a determined political motiva-
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tion. Saho fought as Italian askari against Manilok II, they engaged in unions
and emerging parties and were, later, among the founding members of the
militant opposition against Ethiopian rule. Subsequently Abdulkader de-
scribes the Saho as natural, but finally betrayed protagonists of Eritrea’s inde-
pendence. Eritrea’s land and administrative reforms under the rule of Isayas
Afeworki as well as its mandatory and open-ended national service all led to
further marginalisation and impoverishment of Eritrea’s pastoralists and there-
fore appear as a mere continuity of the region’s authoritarian traditions of
power. From a Saho perspective the new rulers seem not too different from
the old ones—a political assessment and cultural view that might be shared by
other marginalised groups in Eritrea.

Thus Abdulkader’s book is not neutral and never claims to be. He openly
takes sides and tries to rehabilitate his own people’; at the same time he is too
much of a sociologist to romanticise in an exaggerated manner. An undeniable
strength is the narration of Eritrean history from an alternative, comple-
mentary and often enough competing perspective. To this end, poetry as well
as personal life-stories are considered and discussed. Admittedly some parts of
the book are a bit dry and, possibly, only of interest to committed experts; the
book’s explicit political bias, however, provides flavour and provokes further
discussion. In Abdulkader’s view the region’s ruling elites use political ideolo-
gy to ‘consolidate their authority’; they ‘employ mobilizing strategies to ma-
nipulate the population according to their own perception of nationalism, in
which national identity is explicitly or implicitly linked to the dominant ethnic
identity’ (pp. 65-66). In other words the dominance of the Togrofifia language
and culture replaces previous ideologies of Amhara and Ethiopian supremacy
and marginalises others, especially non-Christian and non-sedentary groups.

What might be true ideologically, should not result in playing one ethnic
group—and its participants—off against another. Abdulkader remains some-
what vague on this necessary distinction and misses a chance to link his rather
pragmatic concept of ethnicity with concrete ethnographic data on the one
hand, and more recent academic debate on the other. For him, theoretical
concepts have little more to offer than primordialism (Alemseged Abbay) and
instrumentalism (Abner Cohen). The Saho—as well as other ethnic groups—
exist, because they have done so in past and present. But does his criticism of
the diverse and patchy groups of Tagrofifia-speakers (Wolbert Smidt), accus-
ing them of intrinsic and irreducible primordialism help to explain the re-
gion’s complexity? Does it help to understand dynamics and fault lines of
ethnicity and nationalism in the region if the Saho are considered to be purer
nationalists than Eritrean Togrofifia-speakers? Does the book’s political
statement explain why the relationship between the Saho in Southern Eritrea
and the neighbouring Irob across the Ethiopian border is hardly discussed?
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Eritrea’s decline into agony and dictatorship certainly provides many
reasons for anger; the marginalization of the Saho, the Kunama, the “Afar
and others has to be stated and documented. Thus, Abdulkader Saleh
Mohammad has set an important milestone. However, in one way or
another, Eritrea’s social destruction affects all, both Saho and Tagrofifia.
Reconciliation and social reconstruction should be considered as pre-
eminent themes in a future yet to come. Could ‘Ethnic Federalism’ as
propagated and implemented by Ethiopia offer a suitable path towards this
end, as the book implicitly suggests? Whatever the future may hold, we
should not easily surrender our conceptual debate on ethnicity to the
pragmatic needs of policy-making and power struggle.

Magnus Treiber, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitit Miinchen
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