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Abstract

This thesis explores why ethnicity was introduced as the basis for the reconstitution
of the Ethiopian state in 1991, examining the politicisation of ethnic identity before
and after the federation of the country’s ‘nations, nationalities and peoples’ was
instituted. The establishment of the modern Ethiopian empire state in the nineteenth
century, and the processes of centralisation and bureaucratisation which consolidated
it in the mid twentieth, provide a backdrop to an emerging concern with
‘regionalism’ amongst political circles in the 1960s and 1970s. Ethnicity operated as
both resource and product of the mobilisation by which the major movements of
armed opposition to the military regime of the 1970s and 1980s, later the architects
of ethnic federalism, sought control of the state. Under federalism through the 1990s,
political representation and territorial administration were reorganised in terms of
ethnicity. A stratum of the local elite of each ethnic group was encouraged to form an
ethnic organisation as a platform for executive office. Meanwhile ethnic groups and
their elites responded to these new circumstances in unanticipated but calculative
ways, often radically reviewing and reconstructing not only their sense of collective
interest, but also the very ethnic collectives that would best serve those newly-
perceived interests.

The architects of ethnic federalism are influenced by a Marxist formulation of the
‘National Question” which incorporates contradictory elements inherent in the notion
of ‘granting self-determination’: the conviction that self-selected communities
respond better to mobilisation ‘from within’, in their own language, by their own
people; and the notion that ethnic groups are susceptible to identification, definition,
and prescription ‘from above’, by a vanguard party applying a checklist of externally
verifiable criteria. These two sets of assumptions correlate with tenets of
instrumentalism and primordialism respectively, which are, as they stand, equally
irreconcilable.

An investigation of theoretical approaches to ethnicity and collective action suggests
that many conflate the ‘real world” and ‘socially constructed’ referents of the ethnic
profile of an individual (the constituents of the individual state of being an ethnic x),
with the fully constructed collective accomplishment which creates members of an
ethnic group (conferring the social status of being an ethnic x, of which those
referents are markers). Differentiating the two, and exploring the recursive
relationship between them, by means of a consideration of calculative action within
the framework of actors’ categories (emerging from emic knowledge systems) and
shared social institutions (premised, whether their referents are ‘natural’ ‘social’ or
‘artificial’, on collective processes of ‘knowledge construction’), may improve
analysis of the causes and operation of collective action associated with ethnicity and
ethno-nationalism.

Ethnic federalism in Ethiopia offered the prospect of a shift away from the ‘high
modernism’ of that state’s past projects to ‘develop’ its people, apparently in favour
of the collective perspectives of groups of its citizens. The coercive and
developmental imperatives of the state that guided its implementation, however, have
militated against the substantive incorporation of locally determined social
institutions and knowledge.
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ALF Afar Liberation Front

ANDM Ambhara National Democratic Movement (EPRDF)
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EOC Ethiopian Orthodox Church

EPDM Ethiopian People’s Democratic Movement (now ANDM)

EPLF Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (now Popular Front for Democracy
and Justice, PFDJ)

EPRP Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Party

EPRDF Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front

ESLC Ethiopian School Leaving Certificate

ESM Ethiopian Student Movement

ESUNA Ethiopian Student Union in North America

EUS Ethiopian University Service

EUSE Union of Ethiopian Students in Europe

FCSC Federal Civil Service Commission

FDRE Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (1995-present)

GPDF Gurage People’s Democratic Front

GPDUP Gurage People’s Revolutionary Democratic Movement

HNA Harari National Assembly (constituent part of HPC)

HNL Harari National League

HNDO Hadiya National Democratic Organisation

HoF House of the Federation

HPC Harari Peoples’ Council

HPR House of People’s Representatives

HSIU Haile Selassie I University

ICRC International Corp of the Red Cross

IFLO Islamic Front for the Liberation of Oromia

IGAD Inter-governmental Authority on Development

ISEN Institute for the Study of Ethiopian Nationalities (1980s)
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KPDO
MP
NEB
NGO
NRS

NUEUS
OALF
OAU
OLF
ONLF
OPDO
PDOs
PDRE
POW
PMAC
PRA
SALF
SEPDC
SEPDF
SILM
SNNPNRS
SMDUP
SPDP

SPLA
SPO
TGE
TLF
TNO
TPLF
UCAA
UOPLF
USUAA
WIC
WPE
WSLF

Kambatta People’s Democratic Organisation

Member of Parliament

National Election Board

Non-Governmental Organisation

National Regional State: official title for the federated units of the
FDRE, also referred to as ‘State’ or ‘Region’, or in Ambharic kilil
National Union of Ethiopian University Students

Oromo Abo Liberation Front

Organisation of African Unity

Oromo Liberation Front

Ogaden National Liberation Front

Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation (EPRDF)

People’s Democratic Organisations

People’s Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (1987-91)

Prisoner of War

Provisional Military Administrative Committee (of the Dergue regime)
Peoples’ Representative Assembly (in Harar NRS, constituent of HPC)
Somali Abo Liberation Front

Southern Ethiopian Peoples’ Democratic Coalition (or hibret)

Southern Ethiopian Peoples’ Democratic Front (EPRDF)

Sidama Liberation Movement

Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ NRS
Sheko-Majangir Democratic Unity Party

Somali People’s Democratic Party (former
Democratic League, ESDL)

Sudan People’s Liberation Army

Special Prosecutor’s Office

Transitional Government of Ethiopia (1991-1995)
Tigray Liberation Front

Tigray National Organisation

Tigray People’s Liberation Front (EPRDF)
University College of Addis Ababa

United Oromo People’s Liberation Front
University Students’ Union of Addis Ababa
Walta Information Centre

Workers’ Party of Ethiopia (of the Dergue)
Western Somali Liberation Front

Ethiopian Somali

Ethiopian terms *

Afaan (Oromiffa) Lit. ‘tongue’; language

Awraja Imperial sub-provincial district made up of several weredas

Awrajawinet political/sentimental attachment to awraja, sub-ethnic
nationalism

Baito (Tigrigna) Kebele
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Ethiopian terms *

Barissa (Oromiffa)
Blatta

Debub
Dejazmatch
Dergue

Enset
Gabbar/gebbar
Gada (Oromiffa)
Gemgem|[a]
Gragn

Gunbot

Habesha

Hamle
Hanfishfish (Tig.)
Hibret

Hidar

Iddir

Itihad (Arabic)
Jogol

Kebele

Keyi

Kifle hager

Kilil

Malkagna
Me’isone

Mereb Mellash
Misrak

Naft/neft
Neftegna/naftagna

Negadras

Negus/negusa negast

Ras
Rest/rist

Sabat/sebat bet
Shangala

Simien
Tehadso

Dawn

Title signifying learning, given in the twentieth century to
senior government officials

South

‘Commander of the gate’; imperial politico-military title

Lit. ‘committee’; from ‘Provisional Military Administrative
Committee’, used of the regime of 1974-1991

False banana; staple food in southern areas

Tribute paying farmer, peasant, sometimes translated ‘serf’
Age-grade socio-political system of the Oromo

Evaluation (Ambharic/[Tigrigna])

‘left handed’, used of Ahmed ibn Ibrahim-al-Ghazi (1506-43)
Ethiopian month, approximately June

Abyssinian

Ethiopian month, approximately July

Lit. ‘confusion’, used of 1976 period of division in TPLF

Lit. ‘coalition’, used to refer to the SEPDC

Ethiopian month, approximately November

Mutual savings association for funeral expenses

Al Itihad Al Islamiya

Area enclosed within the walls at Harar

Orig. small geographical wunit; widely used after
nationalisation of land to denote area of a peasant/urban
dweller’s association during Dergue; also used of
administrative council/committee of area unit.

Lit ‘red’; ‘bright’ or ‘pale’ of skin colour

Province (Dergue-era)

National Regional State, NRS, federated units since 1995.
Representative, patron, ‘lord’ (imperial-era)

All Amhara Socialist Movement

‘Beyond the Mereb River’, area roughly equivalent to Eritrea
East

Gun, rifle

Lit. ‘gun-carrier’; coloniser, settler, used of ruling class
established in the wake of Menelik’s conquest in the south
Head of merchants

King / king of kings, i.e. emperor

Lit. ‘head’; prince, lord

Land owning system providing usufruct rights, and based
around lineage; came to mean [inherited/inheritable] private
property.

Lit. Seven houses, used of Gurage clans

Lit. slave, used esp. of black populations of the western
periphery

North

Renewal
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Ethiopian terms *

Tekempt Ethiopian month, approximately December

Teklai gezat Province (imperial era)

Tikur Black

Waagshum Aristocratic hereditary ruler of Waag province; below Ras in
status; entitled to honours because of royal Zagwe descent

Wegagoda Welaiyta, Gamo, Goffa, Daro (language or political party)

Wereda District

Weyane Revolt, rebellion, revolution; used initially of the 1943
uprising in Tigray, and subsequently of the TPLF and its
struggle.

Yeqign ager Conquered land

Yekatit Ethiopian month, approximately February

Zemana Mesafent

Zuria

‘Bra of the Princes’, Mikhael Suhul to Tewodros, roughly
1769-1855
Environs

* terms listed are Amharic unless otherwise specified

No attempt has been made to adhere to a systematic orthography of transliteration in
the English presentation of terms originating in Ethiopic script. Amharic and other
Ethiopian language terms and names are rendered in commonly used and recognised
English forms. This includes the less than desirable practice of adding English plural
suffixes to Amharic words (weredas rather than weredawoch).

This system has occasionally resulted in the Amharicisation of non-originally
Ambharic terms, notably, but not consistently, of the names of Ethiopian languages:
Kaffaigna instead of the little known, but more ‘authentic’ Keffinoono, for instance,
whilst the widely known Oromiffa is used in preference to Oromigna. The
transliteration into English of Ethiopian ethnonyms enjoys a political life of its own,
something not unrelated to the themes of this thesis: it is perhaps necessary therefore,
to state at the outset that the choice of usage has been made here in an attempt to
achieve clarity through familiarity, and not for any other reason.

Ambharic syllabic acronyms (such as Me’isone and Wegagoda) have been retained
only where they are known in English, and no obvious English alternative exists.

Ethiopian (Julian) calendar dates have been kept to a minimum. Where given they
are marked EC. The Ethiopian calendar differs from the Gregorian calendar as
follows: the year begins on 11 September, and is eight years (January 1 — September
10) or seven years (September 11 — December 31) behind the Gregorian year.

Ethiopian names are not based on family or surnames. For Ethiopian authors,
therefore, bibliographical listings and references in the text do not invert first and
second names, but provide both: author’s name followed by author’s father’s name.
Other authors are listed by surname, with first names also included in references in
the text only where more than one author with the same surname is listed in the
bibliography.
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Introduction

In the early hours of 21 May 1991, Lt Col. Mengistu Haile Mariam, President of the
People’s Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, took off from Addis Ababa with his
normal security entourage to visit a military camp in the southwest of the country. En
route, the light plane was diverted to Nairobi, from where the President went into
exile in Zimbabwe, ending seventeen years of military Marxist rule, and the so-called
Dergue’ regime. A few hours later that day, a press release of the armed opposition
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF”) claimed that the
forces amassed to defend the capital, remnants of the largest army in black Africa,
had ‘evaporated like dew under a hot sun’ (Statement by the Supreme Council of

EPRDF, 21 May 1991).

Within days then-Prime Minister Tesfaye Dinka had left for London for US-brokered
talks with the EPRDF, their Eritrean counterparts, and with the Oromo Liberation
Front (OLF). The talks were scheduled for 27 May. By then, however, the
movements’ forces had captured the Eritrean capital Asmara, and stood encircling
Addis Ababa’s Bole and Lidetta airports. No conference took place. Instead on 28
May EPRDF troops and tanks rolled virtually unopposed into the city: along the
meandering roads from the plains in the south and west, and down the twin routes
over Mount Entoto from the north, converging, through the wide avenues of the
sprawling city, on the old palace of Menelik II, where finally they met some limited

resistance.

Six weeks later, on 1 July, observed by envoys from 15 countries and a range of
international bodies, representatives of 27 Ethiopian political organisations and
groupings gathered beneath the imposing marble of the OAU’s Africa Hall, with its
modernist echoes of Haile Selassie’s 30-year-old bid to preside over the resurrection
of a newly emancipated continent. They met to agree upon a ‘charter’, a compact for

government, which, given the de facto separation of Eritrea, would steer the

' Amharic, meaning literally ‘committee’. For this and all other Ethiopian terms see the Glossary
above.
% For this and all other acronyms see the list, above.
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remainder of this large country through two further dramatic transformations over the
forthcoming ‘transitional period’. The first was the reconstitution of the Ethiopian
political and economic systems, now to be governed under a series of liberal
institutions ostensibly designed to create an elected, representative, and plural
legislature, independent judiciary, and accountable executive, alongside an

extensively liberalised and privatised economy.

The motivation behind the proposals for political and economic transformation in
terms of liberal democratisation is readily apparent. Given Ethiopia’s recent past, all
were aware of the one-party-state as the spectre at the feast. In view of the early
1990s’ climate of political conditionality on aid, the demise of the Soviet donor bloc,
and the parlous state of the Ethiopian economy, some form of ‘liberal democracy’
was pretty much the only option. In the event, the form of government approved by
the conference enormously calmed the fears of the international community: all were
conscious that its approval and support were requisites according to which the new
government might stand or fall. The question then remained not so much why a
strategy that looked liberal democratic was adopted, but quite what form of such

‘democratisation’ would be implemented.

The second radical initiative enshrined in the Transitional Charter of July 1991 was
more surprising. This proposed to carve up the rump empire state into a series of
federated units, each drawn up along the lines of the major language — or ethnic —
groups living within its borders. According to its authors, the adoption of the

Transitional Charter in July 1991 would

start a new chapter in Ethiopian history in which freedom, equal rights
and self-determination of all the peoples shall be the governing principles
of political, economic, and social life [...] thereby contributing to the
welfare of the Ethiopian Peoples and rescuing them from centuries of
subjugation and backwardness. (Transitional Conference 1991:preamble)

The text continued with the affirmation of the ‘right of nations nationalities and

peoples to self-determination’:

To this end, each nation, nationality and people is guaranteed the right:
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a) to preserve its identity and have it respected, promote its culture and
history, and use and develop its language;

b) to administer its own affairs within its own defined territory and
effectively participate in the central government on the basis of freedom,
and fair and proper representation;

c) to exercise its right to self-determination of independence, when the
concerned nation/nationality and people is convinced that the above
rights are denied, abridged, or abrogated. (ibid.:Part One, Article Two)

These moves to a system of federalism, which would base both constitutional
provision and legal, political, economic, and administrative order essentially upon
ethnicity, upon Ethiopia’s ‘nations, nationalities, and peoples’ (who were at the same
time explicitly offered rights of secession from the arrangement), proved both
controversial and — to many - unintelligible. Internationally and domestically it was
seen as an eristic initiative, which set its face squarely against the integrationist
nation-building currents then reaching a peak in other parts of Africa — most notably
in Eritrea and South Africa, both of whose governments publicly expressed concern
about the Ethiopian experiment. Given the ongoing disintegration of the former
Yugoslavia, and the collapse and fragmentation, but persisting irredentism, of
neighbouring Somalia, such an act of ‘ethnicising’ politics in Ethiopia - surely
thereby of inflaming ethnic passions — appeared to many to be inexplicable,

irresponsible and dangerous.

This thesis investigates how, why, and with what effect ethnicity entered the formal
political arena in Ethiopia providing cornerstone and rationale for the reconstitution

of the centralised empire state in 1991.

The research considers this question in relation to the periods before and after the
introduction of ‘ethnic federalism’ in 1991, and Sections Two and Three of the thesis
are structured accordingly. Section Two (Chapters IV and V) looks back from 1991
to consider the origins of the innovation; Section Three (Chapters VI and VII),
meanwhile, looks forward over some of the developments of the subsequent decade,

which may constitute its results.
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The history of the politicisation of ethnic identity before the federation of the
country’s ‘nations, nationalities and peoples’ was instituted, is considered in two
parts. Chapter IV discusses the period of expansive conquest over the later part of the
nineteenth century, which established the modern Ethiopian state as a multi-ethnic
empire. The account briefly considers the controversial issue of continuities between
the modern Ethiopian state and a series of ancient Abyssinian and Axumite polities.
It considers the processes of centralisation and bureaucratisation by which the empire
state was consolidated in the mid twentieth century, and a number of instances of
local resistance to them. These factors provide a backdrop to an emerging concern,
initially with ‘regionalism’, amongst the expanded political circles of the 1960s,
which blossomed into full-blown divisions within the ‘Ethiopian student movement’
of the 1970s as to the appropriate application to Ethiopia of the Marxist-Leninist
‘National Question’. Chapter V traces and discusses the evolution of the two
significant proponents of ethnic federalism in 1991, both of which have important
roots going back through the Ethiopian student movement: the EPRDF and the OLF.
Ethnicity operated as both resource and product of the ethno-nationalist mobilisation
by which these two major movements of armed opposition to the military régime of
the 1970s and 1980s sought to win control of the state. The chapter considers the
attempts to establish what Anderson (1991[1983]) has famously called ‘imagined
communities’ in Tigray and Oromia, and the factors which may have influenced the

differential patterns of success achieved.

Section Three (Chapters VI and VII) considers how, under federalism through the
1990s, political representation and territorial administration were reorganised in
terms of ethnicity. Chapter VI looks at the various kinds of ‘ethnic mobilisation’
which EPRDF attempted to carry out in a range of contexts: in the multi-ethnic south
of the country, amongst pastoralists, in the competitive context of Oromia, and in
mixed urban areas. It considers the processes by which a stratum of the local élite of
each ethnic group was encouraged to form an ethnic EPRDF member organisation as
a platform for electoral competition and executive office. The account suggests that

there is evidence that the degree to which the ruling party has been able successfully
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to renegotiate political representation on its own terms correlates with the extent to
which its processes of mobilisation got ‘under the skin’ of the collective culture and
understanding of the groups in question. In doing so it draws both on interviews and

existing ethnographic data on the areas under study.

The thesis thus explores the implications of the juxtaposition of a range of
understandings and discourses about collective identity. The architects of ethnic
federalism are, it is suggested in Section Two, influenced by a Marxist formulation
of the ‘National Question’ which incorporates contradictory elements inherent in the
notion of ‘granting self-determination’. The first is the conviction that self-selected
communities respond better to mobilisation ‘from within’, in their own language, by
their own people; that this provides a morally superior, and practically more
effective, basis for political recruitment, and mobilisation for collective
advancement. The second is the notion that ethnic groups are susceptible to
identification, definition, and prescription ‘from above’, by a vanguard party
applying a checklist of externally verifiable criteria; that Ethiopia’s 'national' or
‘ethnic' groups can be externally identified and demarcated, and granted both the
status of legal entity, and rights of self-determination. It is the combination of the
two which suggests that grants of self-determination to Ethiopia’s groups provides a
superior basis for state administration, whilst blurring the key question of how the

boundaries and definition of the self-determining units are determined.

The third section of the thesis, then investigates the operation of key premises of the
currently dominant political elite, and those who are elsewhere often referred to as
‘ethnic entrepreneurs’. The thesis considers their assumptions, and the resultant
strategies of ethnic mobilisation and now federalism they have employed, against
popular responses to them. It demonstrates that the political effectiveness of appeals
to ethnicity lies, not least, in their capacity to invest politicians with the semblance of
‘internal’ or ‘members’’ knowledge’, of speaking from within the collective system

of belief of the population group they seek to mobilise, and documents a range of
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cases in contemporary Ethiopia where this has, or has not, turned out to be the case.
Where, as often, the primary dynamic of ruling party mobilisation has been ‘from
above’, with its implementation formulaic and taking little account of the collective
beliefs and perceived material interests of the ethnic group in question (the crude
‘deployment’ of language group member cadres notwithstanding), its success can be

shown to have been limited.

Meanwhile ethnic groups and their élites have responded to the new circumstances
presented by ethnic federalism in unanticipated but calculative ways, many of which
have challenged the roughly-drawn map of self-determining ethnic territories set out
in 1991. These processes are explored in Chapter VII. The chapter considers two
exceptional instances where groups were, early on, successful in having historical
factors taken into account in the demarcation process. It then reviews a range of
territorial challenges and conflicts from the SNNPNRS, tracing the various factors
which seem to have influenced the responses of ethnic elites, their co-ethnic group
members, and the ruling and opposition parties. The account suggests that in
response to the new opportunities and constraints offered by a form of federalism
which renders a certain formulation of ethnicity both politically salient, and often
apparently materially advantageous, Ethiopia’s ethnic groups have reviewed and
reconstructed not only their sense of collective interest, but also, occasionally, the

very ethnic collective ‘selves’ that would best serve those newly-perceived interests.

Another way of looking at the approach of the thesis is as follows. Section Two
(Chapters IV and V) considers the circumstances and influences which inspired the
introduction of nationality-based mobilisation (alternatively ‘politicised ethnicity’, or
‘ethno-nationalism’) as the basis for opposition to the regime which held power up to
1991, and as the cornerstone for the constitution of a new one since that date. Many

accounts which, projecting chronologically backwards, seek to locate and explain

3 As will emerge in Chapter II, below, I adopt throughout ‘the standard conception of knowledge as
accepted or acceptable belief” and not one in which the belief is ‘justified and true in some absolute
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nationalist projects with reference to their inherited historical, ideological, and socio-
economic contexts, demonstrate a tendency to focus on ‘structural’ contextual
factors, in the process divesting the analysis of an adequate account of the ‘agency’

of those involved.

This tendency itself mirrors (and may to some extent be explained by) the natural
inclination of the nationalist protagonists, or ‘entrepreneurs’, themselves. In seeking
to justify their projects as ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ and therefore ‘legitimate’, they
often project the motivation for their adoption away from themselves and their fellow
protagonists back onto the desirably ‘inherent’ or ‘natural’ constituent features of
whatever context they operate in. Here the historian’s desire to explain that ‘it was
so’ melds with the politician’s keenness to demonstrate that ‘it could not have been
otherwise’ and was thus ‘rightly so’. In the Ethiopian case, scholarly - like official -
responses to the question ‘why ethnicity?’ repeatedly offer such answers as the
following: ‘national struggle was essential because of the suffering of our people at
the hands of an ethnocratic state’; or ‘because the national contradiction had reached
the pitch in Ethiopia where there was no getting around it’; or ‘given the
circumstances, it was the right thing to do in the interests of social transformation
and justice’. Dispute then hinges on the validity or otherwise of such claims,
effectively reiterating battle lines which have become entrenched amongst Ethiopia’s
radicals since Walleligne Mekonen’s famous 1969 student paper ‘On Nationalities’
ignited the debate: is it class or nationality (ethnicity) which rightly ‘comes first’ in
Ethiopian politics in the late twentieth century? Or (in Marxist parlance), which is

the ‘primary contradiction’?

Whilst it is perhaps unremarkable that the leaders of nationalist enterprises (or indeed
any other enterprise) present their activities in terms suggestive of their
appropriateness, even necessity, the approach becomes a social scientific explanation
of the operation of ethnicity less well. Nationalist accounts, in drawing a single
causal arrow sharply and simply from pre-existing ‘nation’ or ‘national context’ to

‘nationalism’, commonly rely on some form of ‘primordialist’ theorising. They posit

sense’ (Barnes 1988:181n7).
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the very entity many academic accounts now seek to problematise. Various of the
problems associated with this kind of ‘true’ primordialism are discussed in Chapter
II. A central one is that in considering the actions of a group of people, it loads what
it imputes to be their ‘primordial inheritance’ with a weight of explanation it simply
cannot bear. Most commentators now agree that the fact that ‘x is from this
nation/ethnic group and as such bears the (apparently) inherited (and primordial)
characteristics of her nationality/ethnicity’ is not likely ever to be a sufficient

explanation of ‘x’s ethno-nationalist action’.

Not only would recourse to this kind of explanation constitute a lapse into
determinism, but (more seriously) it would be a lapse into a form of determinism
which arbitrarily privileges one — and one particularly doubtful — category of causal
antecedent (apparent biological inheritance) above, and to the exclusion of, all or
many others. Much more insidious, however, has been the idea that although such an
account is clearly not a sufficient explanation, it must somehow remain a necessary
part of any explanation. Why else could politicised ethnicity, ethno-nationalism, be
so powerful, if not at some level because of this link with ethnic ‘reality’? This is a
notion that has persisted even in the face of repeated examples of perfectly good
nationalist utterances and actions performed by non-nationals. If, however, social
science is about the explanation of events and action, about tracing and situating the
origins, emergence, interaction and significance, of their multiple causal antecedents
to the greatest extent that this is possible, this kind of account will be uninteresting,
presenting a set of pitfalls best avoided in looking into the antecedents of the change

of power in Ethiopia in 1991.

A symmetrical set of pitfalls seems to confront the second part of the investigation,
set out in Section Three (Chapters VI and VII), into some of the consequences of the
introduction of ethnic federalism in 1991. Here the research question looks forward
from 1991, attempting to identify and account for the impact and results of the
explicit introduction of ethnicity into political life, as well as what its architects
intended by it. Here the obvious tendencies — shared by proponents and opponents of

the regime alike - are all in the opposite direction: to stress the ‘agency’ of the new
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political elite at the expense of ‘structure’ or context; to present all the consequences
of their policy initiatives as caused and intended, as unconstrained by the
circumstances within which they came about; and therefore to attribute blanket
responsibility for all eventualities to that elite and its party of government, now cast
as a fearsomely Machiavellian protagonist. So far from relying upon the resources of
the primordialist, such an account likely clothes itself in a strong, and probably
strongly teleological, brand of instrumentalism — and in doing so risks a lapse not

into determinism but into voluntarism: all agency and no structure.

There is no shortage of recent literature on Ethiopia under ethnic federalism which
takes this kind of approach, deploying whatever problems have emerged during the
period of ethnic federalism as evidence of the malevolence of the government and
ruling party which introduced it (or — occasionally — claiming its successes as
evidence of corresponding virtue). One of the core problems associated with
instrumental analysis is in play here: the tendency automatically to ‘read off’
motivation for a particular action, the actor’s perceived interest in pursuing it, and its
consequences, merely from observable circumstances — often also considered to be
‘objective’ circumstances. As such it does nothing to take into account the
knowledge base, or belief system, within which (groups of) actors operate. Ayele
Gebre Mariam & Getachew Kassa (2001) is only one recent example of a genre
which classifies contemporary ‘ethnic conflicts’ into those which can be understood
as ‘arising out of federalism’, and those which have ‘other’ causes (land, water,
language, or regional relations) (2001:9)*. Much of this literature is as politically
‘engaged’ and motivated as are the propagandist accounts of the origins of ethno-

nationalism described above.

The attempt to shift outside the terms of the oversimplifying dichotomy between
‘structure’ and ‘agency’ thus provides the theme of another narrative: that of the
move from activist to social scientific interest in Ethiopia’s politics. It has recently

been suggested that continuing social scientific enthusiasm for ‘individual agency’,

*In fact Ayele & Getachew’s account is an example of relative dispassion: others are less circumspect
in blaming federalism for all of Ethiopia’s ills.
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and its associated voluntarist discourse, serve a range of political and practical
purposes, not the least of which are the retention of ‘morally or politically expedient’
ontological commitments (Barnes 2000:30), or the societal need to be able to
identify, blame, and ultimately punish responsible individuals (ibid.:20). In what
follows, I hope to show that perhaps the most influential feature of the context within
which the calculative activities of ‘agents’ are embedded is the body (or system, or
distribution) of ‘knowledge’ of the world collectively constructed, constituted and
shared by the members of the group to which they belong, and that a research focus
here can implicitly transcend the structure/agency dichotomy, rendering it redundant

in terms of explanatory potential.

In Sections Two and Three (Chapters IV-VII) which follow, I attempt to trace a more
complex recursive pattern of influence as different social groups interact internally,
with one another, and with their ‘real world’ surroundings. Methodologically, the
development of this kind of focus becomes easier in the later chapters, which deal
with the more recent period, and are based on research undertaken virtually
simultaneously with the events documented, amongst participants in them. These
methods are more likely to illuminate the emic perspectives in play than is the case
with much of Chapters IV and (less so) V, where sources are either secondary, or
primary interviews subject to significant and relevant re-interpretation with
hindsight. In Section Three, the account of the mobilisation which EPRDF carried
out in the southern and other parts of the country is interwoven with the responses of
the communities in question, both based largely on primary data. As the account
proceeds, it seems clear that the collective categories employed (government, ruling
party, elite, ethnic group, etc.) are themselves overlapping, permeable, and — because
continually self-(re)constructing — intrinsically shifting and soluble. As they tend
periodically to soften and reform, with many members of ethnic groups interacting in
new ways, joining the parties of government or opposition, and indeed other ethnic
groups, it can be shown that the perspectives and interests of each ‘collective

category’ themselves are thereby shifted in different ways.

%k sk ok
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Here, one runs simultaneously into the limitations of both instrumentalism and
primordialism: the activities of all parties are neither unconstrained, and explicable
with reference to ‘objective material interest’, nor constrained, and explicable with
reference to primordial inheritance. Less interesting than the operation of agents’
‘free will’, I suggest, is the recursive relationship between interacting collectives, and
the circumstances they perceive - of which the actions, or pronouncements, of other
collectives often constitute a primary part. Chapter II offers a discussion of theories
of ethnicity, which proposes precisely the interaction that underpins and constitutes
the collective, as a useful focus for its study. The chapter traces the influence of three
dichotomies between the poles of which the theoretical literature on ethnicity has
oscillated: the individual versus the group; the salience versus the content of
ethnicity; and the primordial attachment versus the instrumental utility which
ethnicity is thought to reflect. It seeks to reconsider these polar oppositions in the

light of an approach focused on the social production of knowledge.

The theoretical investigation in Chapter II suggests that many conflate the ‘real
world’ and ‘socially constructed’ referents of the ethnic profile of an individual (the
constituents of the individual state of being an ethnic x), with the fully constructed
collective accomplishment which creates members of an ethnic group (conferring the
social status of being an ethnic x, of which those referents are markers).
Differentiating the two, and exploring the recursive relationship between them, by
means of a consideration of calculative action within the framework of actors’
categories (emerging from emic knowledge systems) and shared social institutions
(premised, whether their referents are ‘natural’ ‘social’ or ‘artificial’, on collective
processes of ‘knowledge construction’), may improve analysis of the causes and

operation of collective action associated with ethnicity and ethno-nationalism.

In sum, then, the empirical account which this thesis offers points to an
understanding of the policy of ethnic federalism, and of its architect, the EPRDF,
whilst illuminating how little we yet know of the impact of either. The empirical

work is informed by ethnographic literature on the interface between the modernist
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projects of state-orientated agents and those of rural peasant and pastoralist
populations (cf. Donham 1999, Abbink 2000). Scott has suggested that the gulf
between these two perspectives — ‘high modernist ideology’ and ‘metis’ or ‘practical
local knowledge’ — is at the root of the way in which ‘schemes to improve the human
condition have failed’ (1998). This account provides some suggestion of the
‘incongruent and incommensurate’ terms in which groups commonly perceive
identity difference as a matter of kind or conceptual classification and not simply of
degree (Anthony Cohen 2000), and of the difficulties this raises for policy makers,
themselves incapable of adopting either the emic perspective of their citizens, or the

(relatively) etic position of the analyst (Schlee 1994).

The thesis explores the various means by which communities have sought to prime
the inductive processes which performatively build the ‘social institution’ which is
the collective, and define and delimit its identity. It therefore explores the great
variety of initiatives and sources involved in the invocation of markers and
precedents of the collectivity. In this context, the markers of the collective identity
about which both group members and outsiders have beliefs/knowledge become
important: the more ‘natural’ (rather than ‘socially constructed’) or historically
compelling they look, the stronger the temptation to impute this ‘naturalness’ or
historicity to the group identified: to impute to ethnic ‘status’ our intuitions about

individual ethnic ‘state’ or ‘nature’.

The account of the introduction of the ‘ethnic group’ as the basic unit of
administration in Ethiopia, and of the ‘granting’ of self-determination to groups
which may or may not have called for it, demonstrates the effects of juxtaposition of
various different kinds of understandings about identity. Much depends on the
relationship — and perceived relationship — between the identity existing (i.e.
believed) within the group, and the identity proferred by the outside world. The
thesis thus explores the significance of the nature of the overlap or hiatus between
the 'knowledge systems' of ethnic group insiders, and relevant outsiders — in this case
the state and dominant political party — regarding the range of identities and

collectivities in question. Whilst the former can be seen to be largely incrementally
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self-generated in continual response to perceptions of immediate circumstances, the
latter is externally, often consciously, manufactured, proferred and prescribed. Once
‘imposed’, however (and to the extent that this fact is ‘visible’ to the group) it may
become simply another part of ‘what the group knows’, on the basis of which it
forms its sense of interest. This may, in turn, involve modification of how the group
defines itself, as part of the reconstruction of a strategy of collective navigation of a
changed world. The evidence of such shifts of collective identity after the
introduction of a policy of ethnic federalism in 1991 (Section Three), can perhaps be
seen to contrast with the apparently more organic development documented in
relation to the earlier period (Section Two), although the same responsive and

recursive processes are in play.

It is ironic that a policy — ethnic federalism - which embodies a strongly normative
premise as to what constitute the ‘natural’ criteria of a ‘nation, nationality, or people’
(what is thought to ‘constitute’ that group as a nation, nationality, or people) can be
seen to have elicited striking innovation in group internal self-definition and external
self-presentation, the better to conform with (and operate within) these expectations.
In other words it is the very ‘performativity’ of social construction involved in group
formation that enables a policy based on the reification of ‘natural’ groups to look as
through it is bringing about what it posits — a process which should in turn lead us to
discount the validity of much of what it posits. The thesis suggests that ethnic
federalism in Ethiopia has ‘ethnified’ Ethiopian politics, in the obvious sense that,
amongst those who are aware of its provisions, federalism has made the ethnic group
(‘nation, nationality or people’) a salient category — a ‘prominent solution” — for the
mediation of access to state resources and decision-making. Quite what then results
from this fact, however, is far from automatic or clear, and depends on the local
details of the interface between government pronouncement, policy, and activity, and
local group dynamics, circumstances, interests, and responses: essentially on the

recursive interplay of overlapping systems of knowledge.

The thesis opens with an account of the events by which ethnic federalism was

introduced in 1991 — of the innovation that bears investigation. Given a focus on
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‘systems of knowledge’ however, it seems important, also to open with some account
of the range of perspectives, analyses, and conclusions about these recent events of
Ethiopian political history. Chapter I, therefore, also incorporates a brief review of
some of the common perspectives on ethnicity in Ethiopia. This is intended as a
further justificatory preface to the rejection of various of the theoretical positions
reviewed in Chapter II, and further to contextualise the selection of this research

question.

There is no other single issue in Ethiopian politics as inflammatory and controversial
as the ‘empowerment of ethnicity’, and the ‘self-determination of nations,
nationalities and peoples’, unless it is perhaps the related question of the self-
determination of Eritrea. As far as Ethiopian domestic politics is concerned,
however, the establishment of ethnic federalism is ‘the main event’, and its
architects, the EPRDF elite, its clear protagonists. The system has now been in place
for more than a decade, and has had a significant impact on the interface between
state and citizenry. Without an understanding of this story, it is perhaps unlikely that

much else about today’s Ethiopia can be adequately interpreted.
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Section One: Setting the scene

Chapter I. 1991: Redrawing the empire state

This brief chapter focuses on the key events and themes of the change of power in
1991 as the pivotal moment of convergence for the stories of politicised ethnicity in
Ethiopia: the ‘neck of the hourglass’ into which prior histories fed, and from — or at
least through - which subsequent evolutions flowed. It documents the extent of the
consensus forged in favour of ethnic federalism, and traces elements of its
implementation over the transitional period. The chapter is intended to provide a
basic account of the events that need to be explained, of the emergence of politicised
ethnicity onto the formal political arena as a basis for the reconstitution of the

Ethiopian state.

The account is couched in terms of representation and territory, the twin axes of
government which formed the major parameters of transformation. They are referred
to again in chapters IV and V, where the dynamics according to which they operated
prior to 1991 are explored. Chapters VI and VII are then structured to provide an
analysis of the results and implications of restructuring along these two axes. This
chapter concludes with a note of the depth of controversy which currently attaches to

ethnic federalism in Ethiopia.

What happened in 1991 and after

Co-opting the participants: reconstituting representation?

A conference of political and ethnic groupings, convened within weeks of the
collapse of the Dergue in July 1991, approved a ‘Transitional Charter’, committing
the new government to a raft of principles outlining the directions in which it would
move, and resigned itself to the de facto separation of Eritrea (Vaughan 1994). Most
important of the new policy directions was, as already set out in the introduction, the

recognition of the self-determination of ethnic groups, of ‘nations, nationalities and
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peoples’, and legislating along these lines was one of the first tasks of the new

parliament.

Seats allocated in the new legislature, the so-called Transitional Government (TGE)
Council of Representatives, reflected the political balance of power at the time, along
with an attempt at comprehensive ethnic representation. EPRDF parties retained a
substantial majority, alongside representatives of other ethnically based liberation
movements to have opposed the previous regime’, a raft of newly-established parties
representing the smaller ethnic groups®, and a number of new and older pan-
Ethiopianist groups’. The parliament elected the EPRDF chairman TGE President,
and ratified a selection of ministers reflecting the hierarchy of influence across the
spectrum of political organisations represented. Whilst EPRDF retained key
portfolios (PM, Defence, Security, Foreign Affairs, etc.), the OLF were offered
significant positions including Information and Agriculture, and remaining cabinet

jobs were distributed amongst representatives of other ethnic groups.

A Boundary Commission was appointed to draw up an ‘ethnic map’ delineating the
borders of the new political units. On the basis of this new map, proclamation 7/1992
establishing the new ‘National Self-Governments’ followed in January 1992°. A
National Election Board was set up, legislation drafted for the conduct of federal,
regional (kilil), and district (wereda) elections, and the first regional and wereda
elections were held in June 1992. A Constitution Commission was appointed to draft
a range of constitutional proposals and questions for popular discussion, and
subsequent debate and ratification by a Constituent Assembly, which was finally

elected in 1994.

5 They included the ALF, BPLM, IFLO), Issa & Gurgura Liberation Movement, Ogaden Liberation
Front (Horiale), OALF, OLF, SLM, UOPLF, and WSLF. See Vaughan (1994).

6 Hadiya, Harari, Kambatta, Gurage, Omotic group, Welaiyta; those later granted TGE Council seats
were Agew, Burji, Gedeo, Kaffa, and Yem.

"EDAG, EDC, EDU, ENDO.

¥ The original 14 units were reduced to 9 plus Addis Ababa when regions 7-11 (roughly
Gurage/Kambatta/Hadiya, Sidama/Gedeo,  Welaiyta/Simien = Omo, Debub  Omo/Konso,
Kaffa/Sheka/Bench) were amalgamated to form the SNNPNRS, in 1992. See Chapter VII.
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The constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, ratified in
December 1994, came into effect following federal elections in mid-1995. It
formalised the division of the country into 9 federated states (kilils or NRSs)
‘delimited on the basis of settlement patterns, identity, language and the consent of

the people concerned’ (FDRE Constitution 1994: Art.46, 47). It provides for the

unconditional right to self-determination, including the right to secession
[for] every nation, nationality, and people in Ethiopia

defined as

group(s] of people who have or share a large measure of a common
culture, or similar customs, mutual intelligibility of language, belief in a
common or related identities, and who predominantly inhabit an
identifiable contiguous territory. (FDRE 1994:Art.39)
Meanwhile commissions had been established to negotiate the division of resources
and responsibilities with the newly established Provisional Government of Eritrea; to
manage the demobilisation of the army of the former regime, along with volunteers
and disabled veterans from the EPRDF; and to organise the repatriation and
resettlement of returnees (and refugees) from conflict in Sudan and a steadily
disintegrating Somalia’. Food security policies and strategies were revised, with a
new in-country network of emergency reserve stores established, and transportation
privatised. Programmes designed to consolidate the independence and capacity of the
judiciary, to train the police in methods appropriate to the new ‘democratic’ context,
and to prosecute members of the previous regime alleged to have committed crimes
against humanity, all billed as attempts to reverse a culture of impunity, were also

enthusiastically supported by the international community.

At the beginning of the transitional period, the diplomatic corps was pleased both
with the liberal democratic nature of the political reforms undertaken by the TGE,
and with the surprisingly inclusive manner in which they were being implemented by
the coalition government. Those middle-class and ‘intellectual’ members of ethnic

groups, particularly from the south, whom EPRDF had encouraged to form parties,
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and join the TGE in senior positions, spoke of the ‘magnanimity of the EPRDF’ who,
despite their decisive military victory, had apparently committed themselves to share
power (interviews, TGE members and conference delegates, Addis Ababa, June-
August 1994)'°. Many took the coalition at face value, and assumed that they were
being offered a permanent ‘place at the table’ representing rural constituents amongst
whom they had done little to mobilise political support or establish a party
organisational infrastructure (Vaughan 1994). They thought of EPRDF as a northern
party, and saw themselves as taking over a complementary role in the south, and on

the peripheries.

EPRDF moves south...

It was only in the run-up to the first kilil (regional) and wereda (district) elections in
mid-1992 that the extent of their miscalculation became apparent at national level.
Despite considerable opposition from the OLF, It had been agreed in July 1991 that
the EPRDF forces would operate as the national ‘army’ for the duration of the TGE.
During the summer months of 1991 they fanned out across the south of the country
into areas where they had not previously operated, often spearheaded by small
numbers of specially-trained fighters originally from each local area in the south,
who as Dergue soldiers in the 1980s had been taken prisoner in Tigray, and joined
the EPRDF. They quickly established myriad local ‘peace and stability committees’
from amongst educated local people recruited on the basis of the acceptance and
respect they seemed to enjoy amongst their communities. Those who had been
members of the workers’ party of the former government (WPE) were excluded from
government office, and a campaign to track down and arrest senior cadres suspected
of involvement in Red Terror and War Crimes galvanised communities and detained

several thousand.

With the immediate task of securing the south of the country accomplished by

August 1991, in a process further described in Chapter VI, EPRDF continued and

? President Mohammed Siad Barre had fled Mogadisho in January 1991, precipitating the collapse of
central government in Somalia.
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extended its mobilisation, encouraging those it had identified, and recruiting others to
join the party, and establish local chapters of the front in each ethnic area. These
parties, commonly referred to as PDOs, from the formulaic acronym which tagged
each ethnonym, would mobilise, represent, and — after election — eventually
administer their own ethnic communities under federalism. Thousands of young
recruits went through EPRDF’s Tatek political training centre in 1991 and 1992,
mostly drawn from Oromia and (what would become) the SNNPNRS, although also
from the pastoralist peripheries. Elementary school teachers were targeted for
recruitment as enjoying that ideal combination of close proximity and contact with
rural populations, a degree of local respect because of their relatively educated status,
and the uniform ambition to move on to positions enjoying better remuneration and

conditions.

... and the TGE disintegrates

As these EPRDF activities began to run up against rival campaigns, tension mounted.
The first instances of this were in Oromia, where the OLF, and also the IFLO and
OALF, constituted seasoned and determined competitors (Chapter VI). The OLF
nursed bitter memories of military and political collaboration with the TPLF in the
early 1980s, and had been infuriated by the EPRDF’s establishment of the competitor
OPDO in 1989/90 (Chapter V). Violent clashes between the armed forces of the two
movements escalated as the elections approached. Finally on the eve of the elections
the OLF withdrew from the government, announcing its inability to work with
EPRDF, and decision to return to armed opposition. The civil war, which for several
days threatened to engulf the country, failed to materialise. After three weeks the
military threat posed by the OLF had been effectively defeated, and 30,000 of its

fighters taken prisoner in re-education camps.

As other non-EPRDF members of the government began to consider their positions,
elections were held, the new PDOs were swept to power, and EPRDF was left in full

control of local government throughout the four core regions of Amhara, Oromia,

' Interview methods and referencing are discussed in Chapter III.
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SNNPNRS, and Tigray. Realising that, with federal elections, their influence and
positions in government would vanish, other non-ERPDF members of the TGE
began to protest the non-level playing field, and several withdrew. Some joined
forces with a diaspora-based opposition bloc, which had been excluded from the
beginning. They began calling for a process of ‘national reconciliation” which would
start the process of state constitution anew, incorporating those increasing numbers
of actors who now operated outside the legal framework. Such attempts to undermine
the legitimacy of the energetic process they had undertaken so far were anathema to
EPRDF, and the rump TGE moved harshly to expel from parliament and detain
members of those parties which had been involved in ‘illegal’ negotiations with
armed opponents. Positions polarised. The remaining opposition parties were torn
between risking all by withdrawing from the process and elections of 1994 and 1995,
or lending a veneer of multi-party legitimacy to a process they now saw as vitiated,

by continuing to participate in it.

As TGE pluralism dissolved, observers questioned the capacity of EPRDF to work in
coalition with other political parties. By the end of the transitional period, the TGE
no longer looked like the magnanimous mechanism for power-sharing some had
envisaged. It had, however, served a number of EPRDF purposes well. Firstly it had
secured the support of representatives from communities all over the country,
including all the major armed liberation movements, for the controversial new state
structure of ethnic federalism. This consensus represented an important bulwark
against the virulent hostility of sections of the nationalist urban middle class, who —
unable to digest Eritrean secession - saw federalism as a further step in the
dismemberment of the motherland. Secondly, the TGE won EPRDF a period of
grace during which the new arrangement could be viewed by almost all sides (and
especially the international community) as marking a distinct ideological break with
the past, introducing pluralism, multi-partyism, inclusivity, and apparently ‘liberal’
democracy. Finally, it won for the EPRDF an essential breathing space within which
it was able to establish and activate an infrastructure for political mobilisation in
those core areas of the country where it had not previously operated. Thus the

transitional period, with the involvement and even, initially, approval of many
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outside the party, and with relatively limited visible recourse to violence, achieved
the formula which has now become entrenched: a core administered by EPRDF

parties, with a periphery administered by EPRDF affiliates or associates.

The trajectory of the transitional period from 1991-1995 illustrates the difficulties of
contemporary assessment of who gains what from changes to Ethiopia’s political
arrangements. At the outset of the TGE the answer seemed to many observers and
participants to be that the many small ethnic parties and liberation movements who
became partners in government had gained very considerably. By the end of the
period, however, it emerged starkly that it was the ruling party, the EPRDF, which
had gained greatly from the legitimating collaboration of these other groups in its

reconstitution of the state.

Drafting the new ethnic map: reconstituting territory

The visible involvement of non-EPRDF parties was most important in the drafting of
the new ethnic map, since both the project itself, and the content of the decisions
reached, were highly controversial. The Boundary Commission, which was
established in August 1991, was composed of 10 members, and represented six
political groups in addition to EPRDF: three from EPRDF, two from OLF, one
Gurage, one Hadiya, one Harari, one Somali, and one Afar. The fact that there was
‘all-party' involvement in the negotiations was an enormously important coup for the
EPRDF: whatever the subsequent complaints of the opposition, there were few from
the TGE who remained external to the process of ‘founding’ the Federal Democratic
Republic. In addition to its importance in implicating other players, the spectrum of
participants provided useful dynamics in forcing compromise and getting decisions

made quickly.

All expected that the OLF would forward strong claims that a large disputed area be
incorporated into Oromia, and it was politically important that these were countered
not only by EPRDF, but also by a range of representatives from other ethnic and/or
political blocs. The balance of actors from different ethnic constituencies (each of

whom was encouraged to imagine they were fighting to maximise territory which
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would then form their own ‘fiefdom’) effectively reined in the more ambitious
claims of powerful players, whilst diffusing conflict within the group, and deflecting
it away from the EPRDF. When the OLF representatives, for instance, claimed much
of Amharic-speaking Wollo as ‘really’ (i.e. historically) Oromoland, the Hadiya
commission member is reported to have countered that much of Arsi and Bale should
then be regarded as ‘really Hadiya or Sidama’ (interview, TGE Boundary
Commission member, Addis Ababa, 9 November 1999), and both suggestions were
consequently dropped. The balance also lent a sense of transparency and legitimacy
to the outcome, which could be said to have been ‘thrashed out around the table’.
And finally, the involvement of a range of actors representing most parts of the
country disguised the logical absurdity of ‘granting self-determination’ to groups in

parts of the country which had neither demanded nor fought for it'".

The Commission drew only the outlines of the regions, and left it to the regional
governments to sort out their own internal boundaries. Problems arising along the
borders between regions were to be settled at some future date by canvassing the
relevant kebeles (local council units) and registering the preference of the majority in
each. A draft map of 14 regions appeared in the Election Commission Bulletin,
Issues 1, 2 and 3, towards the end of the year (Map 8). Bulletin Issue No. 4-5 (June
1992), declared it to be an error and withdrew it, replacing it with a list of the
numbered regions and the names of the nationalities included in each. No official
map exists to date'?. Difficult issues were postponed (as Dire Dawa), sidestepped (as
Simien Omo), or siphoned off for separate negotiation by interested parties (as

Harar). Some of these cases appear in Section Three.

Whilst the states are constitutionally ‘delimited on the basis of settlement patterns,
identity, language and consent of the people concerned’, it was current language use
which became the single effective criterion applied by the commission, considered a
more visible and conclusive marker than, for instance, history. The TGE

Commission was dismissive of claims based on history, fearing their open-ended

! Cf. Andreas Esheté (1992).
'> The appended maps numbered 9 and 10 have no official status.
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potential for dispute'’, and preferring to deal in ‘currently verifiable demographics’
(interview, then-prospective EPRDF member of the TGE Boundary Commission,
Addis Ababa, August 1991). Even this was not straightforward. The commission
drew heavily on the work of the Dergue’s Institute for the Study of Ethiopian
Nationalities (Chapter V), even including amongst its number one of its former
research members. ISEN, in a much more leisurely study of the ethnic profiles of the
country during the 1980s, had ‘found out that of the 580 weredas in the country, only
around 30 odd were actually monolingual’. As a result it was concluded that
‘language was not a good criterion on which to base an administrative division’
(interview, ISEN and TGE Boundary Commission member, Addis Ababa, 9
November 1999). In 1991, however, there was not much argument about adopting
this policy, only about certain of the boundaries, notably between Oromo NRS and
Gurage, Sidama, Kefficho and Somali areas. The commission did some preparatory
work to clear up these disagreements, and other issues were reported back to the
council. Meanwhile, Bender’s 1976 language map was there for reference, ISEN’s
copious research used to double-check its accuracy, and the work finished within a

few months.

There was a clear political rationale for such haste. All parties sought stability, the
reduction of controversy, and the rapid and peaceful demarcation of the areas of local
government, which each could then seek to colonise. By contrast, the subsequent
periods of dispute, debate, violent conflict and adjustment associated with these
boundaries continue to be protracted and painful. If ethnic groups select amongst
historical precedents for markers and materials with which to categorise and label
their identities and stake out their territories, the hasty administrative revisions of
1991 have contributed additional resources for the further complication of this

selection process.

Competing accounts

13 Thus, for instance, the 1991 conference avoided historical discussion of the Eritrean issue (Vaughan
1994:52) as likely to become mired in multiple competing narratives (Sorensen 1993:38ff.).
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There is a torrent of conjectures on the motives and consequences of
recognizing the right to self-determination. (Andreas Esheté 1992:8)

I have already referred in the Introduction, above, to the deep-seated nature of
disputes over the primacy or otherwise of the ‘national contradiction’ in defining the
‘objective situation’ in Marxist analysis of Ethiopia. In Chapter II, below, I explore
the notion of ‘performativity’ in categorisation: the idea that in classifying a set of
events in a certain way we ‘make’ them as we have categorised them. This notion,
however obscurely recognised, undoubtedly accounts for some of the vigour with
which EPRDF and the TGE’s policy of ethnic federalism are debated, disputed, and
attacked. The establishment of ethnic federalism explicitly institutionalises the
politically salient classification of Ethiopia’s populations according to their ethnic

profiles. How this is interpreted depends upon one’s political point of view.

The official version: ethnicity as ‘conflict resolution’

The proponents of ethnic federalism, for instance, aver that ethnicity already
provided the basis for political classification of Ethiopia’s populations before 1991: a
discriminatory categorisation under an ‘ethnocratic’ empire state, intolerant and
contemptuous of divergence from its core culture, and intent upon ‘nation-building’
centralisation. Ethnic federalism, according to its advocates, represents an
improvement on this discriminatory situation, since the ethnic classification is now
overt and egalitarian, backed by justiciable rights, and effective constitutional
safeguards. As such the introduction of ethnic federalism is to be understood

primarily as a mechanism of conflict resolution.

This position — advanced by the government and taken up by many in the
international community unwilling to contemplate the collapse of the lynchpin state

of the Horn — is perhaps best set out in the words of the Ethiopian Prime Minister.

From a purely legal point of view, what we were trying to do was to stop
the war, and start the process of peaceful competition [...]. The key cause
of the war all over the country was the issue of nationalities. Any
solution that did not address them did not address the issue of peace and
war [...] People were fighting for the right to use their language, to use
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their culture, to administer themselves. So without guaranteeing these

rights it was not possible to stop the war, or prevent another one. [...]

People were already expressing themselves even at that early stage

before the conference in terms of nationalities: that is manifested in the

way they organised themselves. (Interview, then-President of the

Transitional Government of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, August 1994)
It is important to note that the critical issue, which divided the Transitional
Government (then including the OLF and a number of other pan-Ethiopian and
nationality-based organisations who subsequently left) from its opponents, was its
assessment of the situation in Ethiopia at the time of the change of power. Most of
the government’s critics'* claimed that it was creating a problem where there had
been none — that it was ethnicising Ethiopian politics where previously this had not
been an issue. The government, pointing to the nature of opposition against the
Dergue as evidence of the vehemence of the sense of ethnic oppression in many parts
of the country, counter claimed that the only way of ‘lancing the pain’ was to address
its roots directly, and meet demands for ethnic emancipation by means of a robust
form of self-determination. Whatever the merits of ethnic federalism, there is no
doubt that ethnicity had by 1991 long become a significant factor in shaping many if
not most of the various power struggles waged by armed ‘liberation movements’ in
different parts of Ethiopia, and was understood as such, at least by their active and

elite participants.

Counter views: the inevitability of ethnic conflict

The opponents of ethnic federalism dispute the position of the government on one or
both of two grounds. Most, including ethno-nationalist proponents of the federal
principles, claim that the new arrangement is not egalitarian and inclusive as alleged,
but in practice institutionalises a new and highly discriminatory constellation
favouring a new EPRDF, primarily Tigrayan, elite. Others are opposed in
fundamental terms: the additionally aver that there was nothing ‘ethnocratic’ about
the old arrangement and that a centralised system is, in principle, much to be

preferred. Those who subscribe to this latter view, often share
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the belief that talking about ethnicity creates or reinforces ethnic

divisions even when the talk is directed at how to prevent such divisions

from overwhelming a future democratic state. (Horowitz 1991:29)
Such profound ideological lack of consensus on how to deal with ethnic issues
generates a ‘metaconflict’, which ‘relates directly and exclusively to the ascriptive
conflict, and compounds it’ (Horowitz 1991:2)". Thus the argument is not only that
an ethnic classification will in itself reinforce ethnic division; but, in addition, that
the fact of a lack of consensus on the desirability of an ethnic classification is likely

(in itself) to exacerbate the conflict in which it can be expected to result.

These are views shared by opponents and critics of the government. They have
mounted a range of attacks on the ethnic federal policy and its implementation.
Ethnicity has been denounced as a ‘red herring’, some alleging that there is no such
thing as Ambhara ethnicity, let alone a tradition of Amhara ethnocracy. Others have
suggested that the introduction of ethnicity into political life can only result in
disaster, along the lines experienced in the Former Yugoslavia (Walle Engedayehu
1993, 1994). Another set of commentators has questioned the viability of federalism
additionally on grounds of expense (Aaron Tesfay 1992 and, more sympathetically,

Henze 1994).

Self-determination: an alternative to ‘authoritarian high modernism’?'°

The introduction of ethnic federalism can be seen as closely associated with many of
the issues raised in Scott’s study of state ‘myopia’ (1998), which considers possible
reasons underlying the frequent failure of large-scale state-sponsored development
schemes. Scott’s recipe for social and developmental disaster involves four factors.
They are: the administrative ordering of nature and society, viewed by means of
myopic state ‘simplifications’, or abridged ‘maps of legibility’ (ibid.:3); a state

commitment to high modernist ideology; an authoritarian state willing and able to

" Including some members of the TGE, notably the pan-Ethiopianist ENDO and EDU.

"> Horowitz concludes that the metaconflict exacerbated the problems of developing democracy in
South Africa in three ways: by placing constraints on political discourse; by contracting the range of
acceptable political innovation; and by increasing the difficult of finding ways for the parties to the
conflict to reach accommodation (ibid.:27). Each has relevance in Ethiopia.
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use coercion in the achievement of its high modernist designs; and, finally, a
prostrate civil society that lacks the capacity to resist these schemes (ibid.:4-5). Each
of these factors had long been evident in the Ethiopia inherited by the EPRDF in
1991"7. A core problem is the ‘hegemonic planning mentality that excludes the
necessary role of local knowledge and know-how’ (ibid.:6). Much more successful
would be the elaboration of developmental initiatives based on a form of practical

local knowledge, for which Scott coins the term meétis (ibid.:ch.9).

In what follows I discuss ethnicity as a social status conventionally constructed on
the basis of the body of beliefs — the ‘system of knowledge’ — in play amongst the
group in question and those with whom they interact. There is, further, much in the
Marxist literature on the national question, so influential in Ethiopia and within
EPRDF, suggestive of the value of using ethnicity to get within the ‘mindset’ of a
population, the better to mobilise it to ends defined by the class struggle. Chapter V
discusses the perspectives on ethnic mobilisation EPRDF had acquired from
ideological sources and from its experience in opposition in the north. Chapter VI
investigates the processes of ethnic mobilisation which it carried out in areas of the
south of the country after 1991. An interest in systems of knowledge/belief, and in
the extent to which external mobilisation can make use of internal patterns of
conventional knowledge (and what happens as a result) is a theme of each of these
chapters. Following Scott, the interface between local and state ‘knowledge’ might
be expected to be a useful locus for the investigation of the likely political and
developmental impact of ethnic federalism and self-determination. Specifically, the
extent to which Ethiopian government structures under, and perhaps because of
ethnic federalism, are able to take account of ‘practical local knowledge’, or metis, in
formulating their ‘schemes for improving the human condition’ becomes a matter of

considerable practical importance.

' Scott (1998:ch.3).
' Scott discusses Dergue-era policy, conflating villagisation and resettlement schemes (ibid.:247-52).
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Chapter Il. Frameworks, perspectives, and constraints

This Chapter considers the theoretical resources available to a study of ethnicity. It
has three sections. The first sets out the co-ordinates of the ‘terrain’ of the theoretical
literature on ethnicity, introducing four pairs of polar opposites between which it has
oscillated. The second summarily reviews theoretical trends and resources, drawing
on anthropological, sociological, and political approaches to the study of ethnicity.
The third section revisits some basic debates about social construction and collective
action in search of tools to build on insights in the literature. Questions of the
application of these tools, and methodological issues, are treated in the following

chapter.
Introducing the ‘terrain’ of ‘ethnicity’

Collective identity — the nature of community — continues to be problematic. We are
constantly reminded that we live in an age of supreme individualism, and yet our
problems are those of collectives: how they are forged, how it is that we belong to
them, and how they relate to one another. Issues of identity seem at once intrinsically
relational, and intensely personal. The most idiosyncratic of individual identity
profiles seems somehow to be significant (some would argue ‘extant’) only in so far
as it is communicable, and intelligible, to others. Questions about affect and
belonging — what Hearn (2001) calls ‘thinking about feeling’ — continue to exercise
us. How should we account for the extension of affective ties beyond (for example)
relations of kinship and shared language or territory? Do we, in fact, really
understand the operation of affect, community, and identity even within such
relations, whether they are ‘actual’ or ‘metaphorical’ (Eriksen 2002[1991])? These
are questions the overt political implications of which have been raised by the
introduction of a system of ethnic federalism in Ethiopia, a country long associated
in the literature with a dominant social structure characterised by individualism and

vertical stratification (Levine (1965), Allan Hoben (1970)).

They are problems with which contemporary theorising about identity — specifically

that about nationalism and ethnicity — have wrestled. The notion that theories of
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ethnicity have ‘oscillated between a number of polar extremes’ maps a useful set of

co-ordinates for this theoretical terrain:

the individual versus the group; the contents of an ethnic identity versus

the boundary; the primordial gut feeling of an identity versus its

instrumental expression; ethnicity as an all-inclusive general theory

versus ethnicity as a limited approach to particular problems. (Banks

1996:47)
Discussions of the operation of ethnicity have wrestled for some time with the
concern to move beyond the instrumentalist/primordialist dichotomy (Fardon 1995),
a division alternately cast around the modernist/perennialist debate which separates
Gellner (1964, 1983, 1996) and Breuilly (1993), from Anthony Smith (1986, 1992)18.
Primordialism has long been charged (most trenchantly by Eller & Coughlan (1993))
with assuming the fixed nature and explanatory power of the very ethnic ‘givens’,
which much research now problematises. Instrumental or materialist approaches, on
the other hand, are often criticised because they lack an adequate account of the
emotive strength, and often apparently irrational ‘power’ or ‘pull’ associated with
ethnic identities (Hutchinson & Smith (1996), Grosby (1994), Robin Cohen (1999)).
Common to both approaches has been the placement of ethnicity — reified and
defying deconstruction — at one end or other of a causal vector, situating it as either
primordial instigator or instrumental consequence of action and interest, and
preserving unscathed the essentialism which has dogged the concept (Tonkin,
MacDonald & Chapman (1989)). Some accounts purport to clear the ground of the
instrumental/primordial dichotomy, whilst sliding towards one or other of its poles
(Bayart 1993). Many others seek a synthesis of elements of both schools (Crawford
Young 1986). This discussion concludes that they often founder amidst the
contradictory currents of causality inherent in the two positions which are, as they

stand, irreconcilable.

The debate between those who stress the cultural content of ethnicity, and those who
emphasise the salience (or otherwise) of ethnic boundaries and divisions, has seen a

number of incarnations, and continues to exercise anthropologists. It was sparked by

'8 See Mortimer 1999, and Volume 2, Issue 3 of Nations and Nationalism (1996).
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Fredrik Barth (1970), whose introduction to his edited collection Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries set out a preference for a focus not on the cultural ‘contents’ of ethnic
identity, but on the boundaries that ‘contain’ the group. This position drew the fire of
Abner Cohen (1974:vii-xv) and Epstein (1978), and has been challenged or criticised
in the more recent period by Eriksen (2002[1993]:79), Anthony Cohen (1996:120),
and Banks (1996:14-16), the latter noting that Barth relies heavily on the
enumeration of the very cultural features he claims he is rejecting. This discussion
stresses the recursive nature of the relationship between ethnic boundaries and
salience, and the ‘content’ of ethnic identity, suggesting that boundary, form and

substance are more intimately interwoven than is sometimes suggested.

The two poles of community group and individual have also caused problems for
discussion of ethnicity. Eriksen claims that ‘when we talk of identity in social
anthropology we refer to social identity’ (2002:60)". Nevertheless much of the
literature, including anthropological discussion, tends to treat the collective as an
individual writ large, or as an aggregate of individuals. Associated with this,
particularly in literature with an instrumental slant, is a failure to problematise the
emergence of shared perspectives on, for instance, categorisation, or group interests.
In so far as the collective is treated simply as some kind of a rational individual unit,
there is a tendency for its interests — and indeed the reified ‘interest group’ which
shares them — to be ‘read off” from observation of a set of ‘objective’ circumstances.
This discussion suggests that a focus on the interaction which underpins the
collective, and through which it establishes shared knowledge, categories, and social
‘institutions’, may prompt a different understanding of the relation between the

ethnic identity of an individual, and her or his membership of an ethnic group.

The following discussion traces some of the most important strands of theorising on
ethnicity. It concludes that recent literature has struggled to reconcile elements of the
two established schools of instrumentalism and primordialism. My concern is that, as
it stands, this approach is unlikely to succeed given the incompatibility of the

premises on which these two schools draw: in short, ethnicity causes action for
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primordialists, and does not cause action for instrumentalists. I therefore propose a
return to a number of the fundamental debates about collectives in an attempt not to
bridge but to transcend the instrumental/primordial dichotomy. These debates relate
to the achievement of collective action, the emergence and maintenance of stability
in social life, and the achievement and recognition by a social group of shared

meaning, knowledge, and interests.

Theorising ethnicity and ethno-nationalism

African political leaders, experiencing it as destructive to their ideals of
national unity, denounce it passionately. Commentators on the Left,
recognizing it as a block to the growth of appropriate class awareness
inveigh against it as a case of ‘false consciousness’. Apologists for South
African apartheid, welcoming it as an ally of continued white dominance,
encourage it. Development theorists, perceiving it as a check to economic
growth, deplore it. Journalists, judging it an adequate explanation for a
myriad of otherwise puzzling events deploy it mercilessly. Political
scientists, intrigued by its continuing power, probe at it endlessly. If one
disapproves of the phenomenon ‘it’ is ‘tribalism’; if one is less
judgemental, ‘it’ is ethnicity. (Vail 1989:1)

The study of ethnicity confronts interrelated terminological, political and conceptual
problems. ‘Ethnicity’ remains a mobile term (Glazer & Moynihan 1975), meaning
different things to different people. ‘Ethnic’ or ‘ethnic group’ has been used to mean:
race; specific major races; socio-cultural groups; sub-groups living among others in a
foreign country; or, a group of people who ‘contrast themselves or are contrasted by
others, on the basis primarily of sharing certain cultural criteria such as language,
beliefs and values, religion or history’ who may or may not share ‘geographical
contiguity’ and ‘racial characteristics’ (du Toit 1978:1-4). Recent theorising has

stressed the importance of ‘contrast’ betweem groups.

For ethnicity to come about, [two distinctive] groups must have a
minimum of contact with each other, and they must entertain ideas of
each other as being culturally different from themselves. If these
conditions are not fulfilled, there is no ethnicity, for ethnicity is
essentially an aspect of a relationship, not a property of a group. (Eriksen
2002:12)

' He acknowledges the exception represented by Anthony Cohen (1994).
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The fact that ‘ethnicity’ is commonly understood both as a ‘neutral unemotional
referent to those characteristics and qualities that mark an ethnic group’ (du Toit
1978), and as an instance of a social relation or status, is an ambiguity which renders
it conceptually problematic. It is a problem to which I return below. Lack of clarity
has probably been exacerbated by the inter-disciplinary pedigree of ‘ethnic studies’,
which has left it a ‘conundrum’ (Fukui & Markakis (1994), de la Gorgendicre
(1996)), ‘subject to parochial analysis’ (Enloe 1986:xi). Its ‘chameleon-like capacity’
to ‘merge with other elements of social identity and solidarity’ leave it ‘hard to see
what would remain of ethnicity if all [these] were peeled off’ (Fukui & Markakis
1994:3).

Conceptual and terminological confusion is further compounded by assumptions
arising from political antipathy: ‘if nationalism was a progressive and worthy topic,
ethnicity was a retrogressive and shameful one’ (Crawford Young 1986:443). It is
only after ‘ethnicity has fought and bled and burned its way into public and scholarly
consciousness’ (Horowitz 1985:xi) that it has been appropriated from its

ethnographic niche for study by political scientists and sociologists.

Primordial attachment, and ‘assumed’ attachment

The conclusion of the ‘primordialists’ [...] taking their cue from the work

of Edward Shils [1957] on the importance of primordial ties based on

language, religion, race, ethnicity and territory, [is the] claim that nations

and ethnic communities are the natural units of history and integral

elements of the human experience. [...] Even more important,

‘primordial ties’ have always divided the human species, as naturally as

have sex or geography, and will always do so. (Anthony Smith 1986:12)
Geertz builds on Shils to describe how ‘considered as societies, the new states [of
Asia and Africa] are abnormally susceptible to serious disaffection based on
primordial attachments’ (1967:109). ‘Economic or class or intellectual disaffection
threatens revolution, but disaffection based on race, language, or culture threatens
partition, irredentism, or merger, a redrawing of the very limits of the state, a new
definition of its domain’ (1967:111). The ‘foci of discontent’ are enumerated by

Smith (1986:12): blood ties, race, language, region, religion, and custom, which
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operate as causes of conflict, albeit with the important caveat that Geertz is explicitly
talking about ‘assumed givens’, i.e. what the group thinks of as its ‘given’

inheritance, rather than what actually is givenzo.

In conjunction with the set of ideas that takes either ethnic attachment itself, or the
process of essentialising it to be somehow ancient, natural and innate, is the idea that
something about this irreducibility renders it more virulent and powerful than other
factors. For Geertz, the nature of the new state means that it comes automatically into
conflict with the old societies within which ethnic or primordial sentiment is (taken
as) natural. Both notions — the idea that ethnicity is a cogent force, and that it is
opposed to modernising social and political development — recur in parts of the

literature which do not retain the view of ethnicity as a primordial attachment.

The debate between ‘primordialists’ and ‘instrumentalists’ then, is at the heart of the
conceptual problem with ethnicity, touching on the direction of the causal vector
between ethnicity and action. Centrally, for primordialists, the primordial
attachments inherent in ethnicity cause and explain action; for instrumentalists,
actions have other (often material) causes, and ethnicity can be either a by-product,
or resource in the achievement of these other events and factors, but does not cause

them.

In a useful discussion Hearn ‘disaggregates the concept of primordialism and
questions the linkages between its constituent parts’, distinguishing actors’ and
analysts’ primordialism (2001:10)*'. He demonstrates that ‘what primordialists tend

to do is to highlight (and less often analyse) systems of symbols, and then assert the

20 This is a point stressed by Hearn (2001), often overlooked in readings of Geertz.

21 “The ‘primordialism of the theorists’ [...] does not take ethnic essentialism at face value, but rather
takes the process of essentialising identities through symbols seriously, seeing it as an important part
of what causes national identity (cf Penrose 1995). The pejorative use of the term primordialism in
theoretical debates sometimes elides this distinction’. (Hearn 2001:2) One might however want to
note that the elision is also fairly strong in many theorists’ accounts, that quoted above: for Smith, the
divisions based on sex and geography, with which sociological primordialists compare ‘primordial
ties’, are not assumed but ‘natural’. I return to this issue below.
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emotive power of the same’ (ibid.:4), and concludes that in fact ‘the causal

connections are not as tight as they tend to assume’ (ibid.: 10).2

Whilst full-blown primordialism, which takes essential identity as self-evident, is not
now common amongst theorists”, there remains a strong consensus that there is
something innate, irreducible (something associated with our understandings —
perhaps our constructions - of racial or biological ascription) about ethnicity: that at
some level it is ‘natural’, made up if not of ‘givens’, at least of ‘assumed givens’.
The strength of this view has seemed to some to be linked to the manner in which
ethnicity has been studied, in the ethnological tradition of structural-functional
anthropology, under Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown>*. Early ethnographic studies
— which still constitute a majority — tended to document the nature, the cultural
content, of the ethnic identity of the group studied contemporary with the visit of the
researcher: interest focused upon the persona rather than the salience of ethnicity
(Horowitz 1975). A move towards a more circumstantial or instrumental view of
ethnicity, then, required a change not just in the view of what ethnicity is, but also in

how it should be studied.

Towards a materialist interpretation: locating ‘non-traditional wolves
under the tribal sheepskin®®

A number of significant steps towards the evolution of a more instrumental view of
ethnicity were taken by members of the Manchester School of anthropology (Eriksen
2002:22ff): Abner Cohen, Epstein, Mayer, and Mitchell (Banks 1996:25ff), drew in

turn on insights of the Chicago School of urban sociology”® whose work showed that

* Hearn illuminates a neglected parallel by which Geertz (1973) lies ‘in the Gellnerian mode of
nationalism as an ideology of transition to modernity (Gellner 1983)’ (2001:4).

> Soviet ethnos theorists led by Bromley have been ‘the most strongly primordialist [...] Bromley’s
theory of ethnicity proposes that a stable core of ethnicity persists through all social formations’
(Banks 1996:17ff). Thus, for instance, ‘Soviet Africanists have developed a theory of foci or centres
of peoples’ ethnic (national) integration and consolidation, drawing on a large corpus of data. Foci are
distinctly discernible in modern Africa in the biggest peoples, around whom various ethnoi are
grouping’ (Andrianov 1979:307).

2 Primordialism is sometimes also attributed to Barth (see below), who broke with this tradition.

# Sklar (1967:6), as well as Hussein Adam (1992:13) and Bayart (1993:56).

%% Park (1955), and associates. Limitations of the School’s work are discussed by Anthony Cohen
(1985:28-38), in a critique extending to Gluckman, father of the Manchester School.
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ethnic relations are fluid and negotiable; that their importance varies
situationally; and that, for all their claims to primordiality and cultural
roots, ethnic identities can be consciously manipulated (Eriksen
2002:21).

Mitchell’s 1956 study of The Kalela Dance in the copperbelt of what is now Zambia,
demonstrated that ‘far from being an expression of tribalism, the dance was an
expression of social differentiation, and that ‘tribalism’ in town was merely a
‘category of interaction’’ (Mafeje 1971:225). As a result of such studies”’, “a sharp
contrast was drawn between ethnicity in the urban areas and rural ‘tribe’, with
lingering implications that the latter represented the genuine unit, and that the former
was somehow artificial’ (Crawford Young 1986:444). 1 return below to this

distinction between ‘real’ ethnicity, and ‘mere categories of interaction’.

These studies suggested that ethnicity was

an artefact, created by individuals or groups to bring together a group of
people for some common purpose. [...] Primordialist ethnicity simply is,
it has no purpose (beyond a psychological one of giving individuals a
sense of identity as members of a group), [...] instrumentalist ethnicity is
motivated, it comes into being for a purpose and its continued existence
is tied to that purpose. (Banks 1996:39)

Focusing on boundaries

Burgeoning concern with ethnicity in the urban context of ethnic pluralism, inspired
interest in the boundaries between ethnic groups, and their interaction. The emphasis
placed, seminally by Barth, upon boundaries between ethnic groups represented a
significant shift of interest towards the salience rather than the personae of ethnicity
in inter-group relations, and Barth is ‘nearly always described as an instrumentalist’
(Eriksen 2002:54). He broke with ‘the simplistic view that geographical and social

isolation have been the critical factors in sustaining cultural diversity’. Rather

Boundaries persist despite a flow of personnel across them, [.... and]
secondly, stable, persisting, and often vitally important social relations

* Including Abner Cohen (1969) (1974).
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are maintained across boundaries, and are frequently based precisely on
the dichotomised ethnic statuses’ (1970:9-10).

Treating ethnic groups as ‘a form of social organisation’ Barth drew two important
conclusions. Firstly it is the maintenance of the boundary between groups, the
‘continuing dichotomisation of members and outsiders’ which allows specification of
the continuity of ethnic groups. Secondly, ‘socially relevant factors alone become
diagnostic for membership, not the overt, ‘objective’ differences which are generated

by other factors’ 2%

(Barth 1970:14-15). Barth’s emphasis on social processes,
including processes of social construction, is a resource to which I return below.
Primarily because of the value of much of his approach, it is worth detailing some of

the criticism it has drawn.

Firstly, Barth, has been charged with primordialism by Abner Cohen (1974:xii-xv), a
charge which seems to focus on a widely quoted passage in which Barth concludes

that:

ethnic identity implies a series of constraints on the kinds of roles an
individual is allowed to play [...] regarded as a status, [it] is
superordinate to most other statuses, [...] it constrains the incumbent in
all his activities, not only in some defined social situation. [Ethnic
identity] is imperative, in that it cannot be disregarded and temporarily
set aside by other definitions of the situation. The constraints on a
person’s behaviour which spring from his ethnic identity thus tend to be
absolute and, in complex poly-ethnic societies, quite comprehensive.
[emphasis in original] (Barth 1970:17)

This passage is open to (and has been given) a range of different interpretations.
Barth states explicitly that ethnic identity influences (constrains) behaviour. He
comes close to saying that this must be the case: constraints ‘tend to be absolute’.
Importantly, however, by stressing ‘socially relevant factors’ he stops short of saying
that the identities that influence action — are themselves ‘natural’, or that they could
not have been otherwise. Perhaps the most problematic part of his account, however,

is its assumption of the durability of the boundaries — the divisions between

2 Cf. Moerman’s stress on emic categories of ascription over cultural features (1965) (Eriksen
2002:12).
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categories — around which cultural ‘packages’ shift and sift according to processes of
‘social construction’, which thereby remain constrained. Since these boundaries are
themselves the result of processes of collective construction, this problem is perhaps
less one of principle than of emphasis in the 1970 account, which, in illuminating the
‘underdetermined’ nature of cultural content, relies overly on the reification of the
boundaries which demarcate groups whether sharing or separated by culture®.
Barth’s later problematisation of the concept of the boundary (2000) serves to correct

this difficulty”.

Secondly, as already mentioned above, Barth produces a ‘catalogue of features, the
very approach to ethnicity that [he] claims to be rejecting’. In so doing, ‘Barth reifies
a correlation between the physical boundaries of a population and the conceptual
boundary of its ethnic identity’ (Banks 1996:14). This tendency to reify categories
and units of analysis, as well as the correlation between culture ‘areas’, identity
areas, and physical populations, is one it is difficult to eradicate from research which
requires categories for description and analysis. Whilst there may be ways to
overcome the problem, they seem to pose substantial methodological problems. I

return to these questions below and in the conclusion.

Finally Barth’s account of ethnicity has been criticised as neglecting individual ‘self-
consciousness, making people members of ethnic groups almost ‘by default’, or ‘by

extension’:

[Barth’s] view [...] rests on the assumption that ethnicity is simply
generalised to the members of a group [...]. In treating ethnicity only as a
tactical posture, it ignored both self-consciousness and the symbolic
expression of ethnic identity. When we consult ourselves about who we
are, that entails something more than [...] reflection on ‘who we are not’.
(Anthony Cohen 1994:120)°!

% Barth demonstrated that ethnic units do not necessarily coincide with culture units.

0 Barth’s approach is also criticised as overly coloured by a ‘transactionalist stress on free will and
choice’ (Banks 1996:15, citing Asad 1972). As a result of an inadequate stress on ‘very real factors of
power and domination’, stratification and hierarchy emerge as ‘consensual processes in which even
those who appear to lose out by such processes collude’ (Banks 1996:16). Similar objections are often
levelled at social constructivist approaches explored below. The issue, discussed by Barnes (1988)
(1993), lies beyond the scope of this discussion.

3! See also McCrone (1988:29).
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Barth’s recent assertion that ‘people are not merely playing out a structure, they are
each a locus of reason and construction, using complex embodied imagery that they
are trying to fit to what they perceive and experience’ (2000:33) should be
understood as an attempt to take account of this last set of criticisms. The discussion
raises the problems inherent in assuming that analysts’ concepts (including that of
the boundary itself) are shared by the groups under study, an issue which must

confront any subjectivist approach.

Barth’s introduction to Ethnic Groups and Boundaries remains one of the most cited,
influential, and fruitful texts in the study of ethnicity. Since it was published a
significant thread of the literature on ethnicity has dealt with ethnic boundaries and
their persistence (Enloe 1986:19) or transformation. Schema of the ‘assimilation’ (by
‘amalgamation’” or ‘incorporation’) and ‘differentiation’ (by ‘division’ or
‘proliferation’) of ethnic groups have been evolved (Horowitz 1975). Analysis of

changes of boundaries of ethnic identity suggests that

cultural change may follow or accompany rather than precede identity
change. If so, the significance of a certain cultural mix as a determinant
of identity has probably been vastly overemphasised. (ibid.:124)

Adjusting to modernity

This view was put forward much earlier in Gellner’s account of ‘the contingency of
nationalism’ (1964 ch.7)32. His was one of the first unequivocal statements of the
view that ‘there is nothing natural or universal about possessing a ‘nationality’. [...]
The theoretical problem is to separate the quite spurious ‘national’ and ‘natural’
justifications and explanations of nationalism, from the genuine, time- and context-
bound roots of it’ (ibid.:150-151). Gellner invokes the anthropologists’ distinction
between structure and culture, and suggests the increased instrumental importance of

the latter in a modern world where structure has ceased to be the determinant of

2 Whilst Gellner is writing about nationalism he also makes reference to ‘ethnic loyalty’, and refers to
different nationalities as one might refer to different ethnic groups: ‘the dividing line between ethnic
unit and nation is a very blurred one’ (Saul 1979:354).
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location and identity. In the context of a modern educational requirement usually
greater than that which can be met within the village, but which must still create a
framework within which village-educated children can retain access to employment
and otherwise participate, the instrumental significance of cultural features such as

language, becomes clear. Gellner concludes that

men become nationalists through genuine, objective, practical necessity,
however obscurely recognised (ibid.:160). The self-image of nationalism
involves the stress of folk, folklore, popular culture, etc.. In fact,
nationalism becomes important precisely when these things become
artificial. Genuine peasants or tribesmen, however proficient at folk-
dancing, do not generally make good nationalists. (ibid.:162)

Gellner has explained the significance of sub-state loyalty-engendering units in
transitional societies, but not why there should also now be ‘a new divisive
nationalism’ (ibid.:165). Ethnicity is significant but why does it induce conflict? In
answer to this, Gellner cites the impact of uneven development. This kind of
economic iniquity brings about a new form of social stratification which ‘has little
cause to be accepted as in the nature of things [...], is not well protected by social
mechanisms [...], and which is seen to be remediable by secession’ (ibid.:166). This
issue of uneven development recurs throughout more recent Marxist literature on

ethnicity, and has been highly influential in Ethiopia.

The ‘dialectic of class and tribe®*

There is a real difference between the man who, on behalf of his tribe,
strives to maintain its traditional integrity and autonomy, and the man
who invokes tribal ideology in order to maintain a power position, not in
the tribal area, but in the modern capital city, and whose ultimate aim is
to undermine and exploit the supposed tribesmen. The fact that it works,
[...] is not proof that ‘tribes’ or ‘tribalism’ exist in the objective sense. If
anything, it is a mark of ‘false consciousness’ on the part of the supposed
tribesmen, who subscribe to an ideology that is inconsistent with the
material base and therefore unwittingly respond to the call for their own
exploitation. (Mafeje 1971:259)

3 Saul (1979).
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Mafeje’s recognition that ethnicity ‘is an ideology in the original Marxist sense’
provides the opening for Saul’s attempt to move Marxist discussion beyond ‘an

analytical framework which crudely polarizes ethnic analysis and class analysis’.

Marxists have long argued that ‘tribalism’, the active political expression
of ethnicity in Africa, has been situationally evoked and defined, the
‘transitional’ reality which enlivens it being the class-structured society
of African peripheral capitalism. (Saul 1979:349)
In order to integrate ethnicity into a class analysis, Saul suggests ‘tak[ing] more

serious the reality of imperialism [...] as an explanation for the politicisation of

ethnicity’ (ibid.:353), concluding that

on the specific terrain of the centre-periphery contradiction, an ethnic

interpellation is at least as likely a possibility as a ‘new nation’

interpellation. For ethnicity can often draw upon much more proximate

and recognizable ingredients — language, symbols, ties of kin both real

and imagined — in defining itself and recruiting ‘subjects’. (ibid.:356)
Secondly, ‘the articulation of modes of production has a clear tendency to strengthen
ethnicity’ (ibid.:358), since ‘capitalism does not spring into the Third World full-
blown’ (ibid.:357). Normally the ‘combat between the two modes of production,
with the confrontations and alliances which such a combat implies’ would be
‘between the classes which these modes of production define. Yet African realities
complicate this process’. Finally, Saul explores the possibility that ethnicity has a
positive role to play in the ideological class struggle, noting the link Fanon
(1967:164) makes between ‘fierce demands for social justice’ and ‘tribalism’, in
transitional social circumstances, and adding a number of cautionary points about the

specificity and exclusiveness of ethnic identity which might be expected to hinder

the development of a radical movement.

Conclusion: the need to transcend the instrumental/orimordial
dichotomy

Most commentators have sought to situate themselves somewhere on the spectrum
between ‘the primordialist and the circumstantialist’ (Glazer & Moynihan 1975:19).
Many attempts continue to seek a synthesis of the two positions, which retains a non-

instrumental element to identity, without resorting to the ‘murky notions’ of innate or
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racial difference: most end up sliding to one or other of them. The invocation of
socio-psychological conflict-producing factors (Rothchild 1991) offers a more
sophisticated spin on earlier controversial attempts to ‘relate culture to psychological
properties, an exercise burdened with ethnocentric dangers’ (Crawford Young
1986:446). It is unclear that appeals to psychological complexity succeed: remove
emotive references to ‘fears’ and feelings, and one is left pretty much claiming the
‘essentially political determination of contemporary ethnicity’: not a synthesis, but

instrumentalism again.

For both Fardon (1995)3 4 and Bayart (1993), ‘the existence, even the irreducibility of
ethnic consciousness cannot be denied’ (Bayart 1993:42). Yet ‘throughout Africa as
a whole ethnic discourse seems unavoidable’ (ibid.:43); it ‘offers a democratisation
of differences’ which as a result seem to ‘belong to a single register of difference’
(Fardon 1995:2). For both authors this homogenising omnipresence is problematic.
Bayart’s response is to dismiss ethnicity as analytically useful in terms of

contemporary politics (1993:59, ch.1), although in the end

his attack is on the straw man of primordialism; revealing that as an
impostor does not permit the conclusions that ethnicity is therefore mere
‘shadow theatre’ of ‘consciousness without structure’. (Fardon 1995:9n9)

Once again, the argument merely ‘reverses the causal arrow normally running from

ethnicity to political conflict’ (Crawford Young 1986:447), and

fails to convey the intense passions and peculiarly coercive powers of
activated ethnicity. [...] The necessity to weave together the
instrumentalist and the primordialist dimensions of ethnicity is self-
evident. Instrumentalism alone fails to capture the intensity, the passion,
the availability of ethnicity for political mobilization. (ibid.:450)
To reiterate, the problem that I see with Young’s approach is that it is not at all clear
how such a ‘weaving’ process can be undertaken, given two schools of thought
which operate less as ‘dimensions’ of a single whole than as mutually incompatible

understandings of the operation of causation vis-a-vis identity and action.
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One needs to explain why so many ethnic groups co-exist harmoniously without
becoming prey to ‘atavistic passions’; and also to allow for the way in which the
continuation of ‘ethnic salience in advanced societies subverts traditional
development theory’ (Enloe 1986:268). In sum, then, there is a need to locate
ethnicity other than as a coercive causal factor which is powerful because it is
suffused with subjectivity, or, at the other extreme, as caused by other factors. It is

difficult to disagree with Fardon’s convincing conclusion:

African ethnicity deserves to be treated as a phenomenon more complex
than either primordial identity or the flamboyant garb of self-interest. Put
like that no-one is going to disagree with me; but I have also tried to
demonstrate how writers generalizing on the subject of ethnicity
recurrently fall back on some variant of these simple positions. (Fardon
1995:17)

Looking again at collectives...

Thus far, much of this discussion of the literature on ethnicity has focused on the
division between primordialism and instrumentalism, between those for whom ethnic
identity causes action, and those for whom it is caused by other factors. The other
polar oppositions between individual and society, and between the boundary and
content of ethnicity, have remained further in the background. I have tried to show
how much of the literature falls back onto one or other of the poles of
instrumentalism or primordialism, and that attempts to reconcile elements of the two
positions fail because of the contradictory approaches to causation they embody. In
an attempt to transcend this division I now propose to focus on the nature of the
collective, returning to a range of fundamental debates regarding social stability,
order, and collective action. This will, in turn, bring the relation between individual

and social group centre stage.

The virtues of social construction, and two shortcomings

* Fardon’s account employs the entanglements described in Calvino’s Castle of Crossed Destinies to
illuminate ‘the propensity of ethnicities to be defined contrapuntally in terms of their ostensible
cultural contents’ (1995:17).
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all of the approaches [of anthropology] agree that ethnicity has
something to do with the classification of people and group
relationships. (Eriksen 2002:4)
My starting point is the immensely fruitful social constructivist position elaborated
by Barth (1970)*, and extended subsequently by a range of anthropologists. As
already observed, Barth treats ethnicity as a ‘form of social organisation” (1970:13)

and stresses ‘socially relevant’ over ‘objective’ factors (ibid.:15), emphasising that

[n]either of the kinds of cultural ‘contents’ [of ethnicity]36 follows from a
descriptive list of cultural features or cultural differences; one cannot
predict from first principles which features will be emphasized and made
organizationally relevant by the actors. (ibid.:14)

Ethnicity emerges when there is ‘self- and other-categorisation’ of populations,
coupled with acceptance that different standards apply to one than to another.
Drawing on Goffman’s ideas of interaction and sanction (1967) (1969[1959]), Barth

(and Eriksen) seem to locate ethnic groups amongst what Kusch calls

[o]bvious cases of social institutions. Some social entities [...] are clearly
social institutions in the common understanding [...] like being a
member of a group; you are a member if you are taken to be a member.
(Kusch 1998:236)

In what follows, my starting point is that membership of an ethnic group — like

membership of any other kind of group — is premised on the group’s agreement to

treat a member as a member: membership is fully socially constructed.

In so arguing, however, I wish also to move away from the implications of what I
suggest is a limitation common to many nominally ‘social constructionist’
approaches. The problem lies in the application of notions of construction only to
‘social’ matters, and not to those which have to do with the ‘real world’. Thus for
instance, many agree that what we know about norms, conventions, culture, ritual,

etc. 1s a reflection of what we know about the collective construction, invention, and

3 as well as the range of criticisms which Barth’s work has elicited, summarised above.
3% (i) overt signals or signs — the diacritical features that people look for and exhibit to show identity,
often such features as dress, language, house-form, or general style of life, and (ii) basic value
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beliefs of the group under study (or in the case of our own culture, conventions and
norms, what we have learned from our social group in the process of our
socialisation); meanwhile, however, many also continue to assume that what we
know about objects such as trees, mountains, genes, and daylight is a reflection of
what we know about trees, mountains, genes, and daylight — i.e. that it can somehow
be ‘read off” from the real physical world. Social construction, on this understanding,
only happens in the social realm. It plays no role in the ‘real’ or ‘natura’ world
where, according to this view, one can rely on some form of correspondence theory

of truth®’ to explain why it is true, for instance, that this tree is a tree.

I think that this approach is wrong, and that some form of what is wrong here lies
behind much that is mistaken in our intuitions and understanding about ethnicity. For
instance, the foregoing discussion of various kinds of primordialism has shown how
many theorists are not sure that ethnic group membership is a ‘social institution’ in
the common understanding of the term. Much of the primordialist literature™
qualifies the idea that ‘one is a member of an ethnic group if one is taken to be a
member of an ethnic group’ (i.e. ethnicity is a social status) with a rider along the
lines of ‘and also if one is a member of that ethnic group — or at least looks like one’
(i.e. ethnicity is a ‘real world’ state). The idea underpinning this is that — at some
level — ethnicity is to be deduced not only from ‘what the collective thinks’ but also
from ‘the facts of the matter’ — what, as well as who the members of the collective
‘are’. This is what is behind much of the thinking that suggests that instrumentalism,
for instance, can’t really explain ethnicity, because it is more vivid, ‘real’, and

indissoluble than could be true merely of ‘what the group happens to think’.

At this point it is important to set out (and reject) a second common misconception
associated with much social constructionism, namely the idea that what is

constructed is malleable, changeable, and shifting (that its ‘validity’ is relative to the

orientations: the standards of morality and excellence by which performance is judged.” (Barth
1970:14)

7 Russell (1912) is the best known. Kusch argues correspondence theories have been in retreat
(2002:226-31).

3 and T suggest that much of what Hearn refers to as the ‘primordialism of the theorists’, as well as
‘true’ primordialism has tendencies in this direction.
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moving currents of culture, i.e. that it is valid in so far as it is credible); whereas what
is ‘real’ is real: stable, durable, and demonstrably true or false — valid or invalid —
according to objective correspondences, irrespective of who knows what about it. On
this stereotype, what is socially constructed is obviously a dubious and transient basis
for ‘knowledge’, as compared with the ‘scientific’ bedrock of the ‘real facts’. Thus,
for instance, the distinction mentioned above between ‘mere categories of
interaction’ in urban ethnicity (shifting, likely to change and fade with
circumstances), and ‘real ethnicity’ in its original uncontaminated (read non-
constructed) form in rural areas (durable, perennial, and, no surprise this, fiercely

motivating).

The view that beliefs which are socially constructed are thereby more ‘arbitrary’ than
beliefs based on ‘reality’ is itself based on a fundamentally mistaken understanding
of the role and locus of social construction in epistemology. In conjunction with
mistaken intuitions about our knowledge of ‘reality’, the error is also premised on a
misleadingly individualistic understanding of the process of construction. In
particular, the view has a tendency to juxtapose the open-endedness and fluidity of
the processes of social construction, features which we are able to perceive at the
collective level, with our individual experiences and impressions that whatever
situation we find ourselves in is not nearly as fluid and open to influence (to
construction) as this might suggest. It mistakenly concludes that social construction

cannot therefore explain what is going on.

From an individual perspective a well-developed (that is, widely known)
conventional social status will undoubtedly be experienced as ‘tend[ing] to be
absolute’ (Barth 1970:17). What constitutes social construction is that each
individual member of the collective brings her or his own contribution to the on-
going collective creation and recreation of the social status in question, in the very
process of knowing about it, and operating in its terms. It is, however, more than
likely that this fact of self-involvement will be obscured at the individual level where
the self-contribution will appear either so infinitesimally small as to seem irrelevant

or — more likely — altogether invisible, subsumed by the collective ‘imperative’.
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From an individual’s perspective, then, collectively constructed convention, always
partly caused and constituted by her or his own behaviour, usually seems far from

‘chosen’ or ‘open’, far from ‘self-constructed’.

A more radical and thoroughgoing approach to social constructionism is required to
overcome these two related errors. The errors are (i) an understanding of processes of
collective construction as restricted only to the social realm, and (ii) the assumption
that they provide a less stable basis for knowledge than empirical evidence offered
by the natural realm®™. A more radical and comprehensive approach to
constructionism will deliver a better understanding of how empirical factors relate to
the construction of the social status of ethnicity, and of why such a conventional
status can appear to be compelling. It will insist upon the instrinsically social nature
of ‘knowing’ which draws on (but does not boil down to) individual acts of
observation and experience40. By extending a coherent approach to the social aspects
of concept application throughout our cognitive experiences — to so-called ‘real

world’ or ‘natural kinds’ as well as ‘social kinds’*'

— the approach will clarify the
basis for our beliefs, and of the conventional ‘socially constructed’ nature of all
categorisation — whether of social or natural kind ‘objects’. On this view collective
construction, based on interaction, provides the basis for mutual intelligibility, social

cohesion and stability, and collective action itself.

¥ My suggestion is not an original one. The approach I propose employs ideas worked out in the
Edinburgh School of the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (also known as the ‘Strong Programme’
in the SSK) by Barry Barnes, and David Bloor, and elaborated by Martin Kusch. The position
incorporates ideas about meaning finitism and classification (Barnes et al. 1996, Bloor 1997, Kusch
2002:ch.15); on natural and social kinds and self- and alter-reference (Barnes 1983, Kusch 1998); on
the role of interaction — rather than ‘norms’ — in achieving social order (Barnes 1988, 1995); on causal
explanation and voluntaristic notions of agency (Barnes 2000); on the nature of power as a fully self-
referential social kind, a function of the distribution of knowledge in a collective (Barnes 1988, 1993).
These various areas of work result in what has been called the ‘performative theory of social
institutions’ (Kusch 1998:255). This position is premised upon an important statement of commitment
to investigative symmetry and cognitive relativism (Barnes & Bloor 1982:20-47). It states that the
features of social institutions, as developed in the performative theory are conventionality; self-
reference; self-validation; finitism and performative character; collective good and predictability;
rights duties and obligations; interconnectedness; change and contest (Kusch 1998). The position has
recently been developed into a theory of communitarian epistemology (Kusch 2002), according to
which knowledge itself is a ‘social institution’.

% And reject as false the epistemological stereotype of ‘pattern recognition’ from reality (Kusch
(1998:256ff), an elaboration of Barnes (1983:525-6)).
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Realist intuitions about ethnicity and ethnic ‘features’

It is useful to spell out the mistaken stereotype of classification because of the vigour
with which it pervades our assumptions about how actors recognise ‘real’ members

of their — or another - ethnic group. The stereotype runs as follows.

When individuals encounter worldly entities that fit [learned and

remembered] patterns they attach the respective labels. The empirical

properties of the encountered entities determine whether or not they fit

the pattern; the empirical properties thus determine how the entities will

be labelled or classified. (Kusch 1998:256)
This stereotype of concept formulation and application applies widely, if not
uniformly, in terms of the way we think we see and describe the ‘real world’. It is
exceptionally pervasive, and at a number of different levels, in terms of the ways we
think about ethnicity, or at least suggest that actors do. Ethnic actors think they
define the ethnic group (establish the concept of the ethnic group), and identify its
members (apply the concept) by reading off from ‘the facts’, or at least the
‘observable facts’, about the nature of group members, namely ethnic ‘features’. I
argue that group members (and indeed any ‘full-blown primordialist’ theorists, or
government policy makers who remain wedded to the idea of an intrinsic ‘real world’
‘naturalness’ of ethnic status) are wrong in thinking that this is what is happening.
Secondly, 1 argue that the fact that, albeit mistaken, this remains the pervasive
stereotype of what is happening in ethnic identification is in itself relevant in terms of
the formulation, operation and application of any particular conception of ethnic
group. In particular, I suggest, it may help account for much-discussed ideas about

the ‘virulence’, ‘effectiveness’, ‘durability’, or ‘vigour’ of ethnic formations.

The point can be made by setting out the alternative understanding of concept
application we apply to those concepts we can and do commonly think of as ‘socially

constructed’. Here

neither pattern recognition nor empirical properties play any role in
concept application. There cannot be patterns of empirical properties in

*! The distinction, coined by Barnes (1983) and developed by Kusch (1998) is elaborated below.
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this case because social kinds cannot be discriminated by means of our

senses: a husband need look no different from a bachelor, and a prisoner

no different from a free man or woman. (Kusch 1998:256)
This formulation, close to that of Barth above, may demonstrate the resilience of our
intuition that, in fact there is something ‘real’ and ‘observable’ about ethnicity,
provoking the response that that ethnic group members are different from prisoners
or husbands, that they are in some sense empirically identified, and natural. This
conviction seem hard to eradicate, given that we generally do believe that even .
‘metaphorical kinship’ or ‘assumed givens’ will somehow ‘show up’. The very
vigour of this intuition itself feeds the performative processes which create, build,
and sustain the fully constructed conventional social reality of ethnic group

membership.

Partly because of conceptual and terminological ambiguity, there is more than one
level at which the pattern recognition stereotype tends to creep back into our
thinking about ethnicity. A first level is the assumption that ethnic members are
members because of something intrinsic about their nature. Those who have stepped
away from ‘ethnic givens’ in favour of ‘assumed ethnic givens’ (from ‘full-blown’ to
‘theorists’’ primordialism) have avoided this application of the stereotype. Ethnic
group members cannot be read off from their empirical properties. Nevertheless the
stereotype of classification by pattern recognition does not evaporate at this point.
The notion frequently persists that the categorisation ‘member of an ethnic group’ is
based not on collective consensus, but still somehow on ‘the nature of the thing
categorised’: if we rule out ‘the group members’ as ‘the thing categorised’,
dismissing the idea that they can be identified empirically or ‘from their nature’,
something else has to be identified as ‘the thing categorised’. What often happens is
that the categorisation ‘member of an ethnic group’ is judged to be made on the basis
of the nature of ‘the ethnic group’s ethnicity’, again understood in empirical rather
than conventional terms (i.e. in terms of observable ‘real’ markers of ethnicity rather

than beliefs about it).

This is a notion which persists even in analyses which recognise that the ‘empirical

features’ of ethnic nature include only ‘assumed givens’ and ‘constructed features’
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(language, culture, religion, etc.). In substituting ‘the group’s ethnicity’ for ‘the
group’s members’ we tend to conflate the emblems conventionally selected to label,
or provide a shorthand ‘marker’ of the social status ‘member of an ethnic group’,
with the empirical features which we consider constitute the individual state of
ethnic identity. One of the reasons why we slip particularly easily into this conflation
is that we tend to think that ‘markers’ of ethnic status, unlike markers of other social
statuses, are somehow ‘ineradicable’, part of the core of identity of each individual:
unlike wedding rings, or badges of office, for instance, we do not tend to think of
ethnic ‘givens’ — even ‘assumed givens’ - as so easily slipped off. This is a confusion
fostered by the persistence of multiple meanings and referents for the term
‘ethnicity’. It has close links to the problem of the dual perception of the nature of
social construction, seen at the collective level as invented, individually as
imperative. It is primarily, however, a function of our intuitive difficulty in
recognising that the categorisation of real world referents is conventional and

constructed, and not ‘pattern matched’.

attributions [of status] classify things not by anything internal to them but
by what lies outside them — what is directed toward them, or attached to
them, or associated with them. [...] That something counts as having a
status is what constitutes it having a status. [...] Our dominant form of
naming and classification refers to context and confers status. Our
dominant paradigm of naming and classification imagines that reference
is made to the nature of the thing classified. Why this curious incongruity
exists it is hard to be sure. But there is no doubt that it does exist, and that
there is a continuing inclination to understand the dominant form in terms
of the dominant paradigm. The consequence is that what is due to status
is attributed to nature instead. (Barnes 2000:148)

This ‘curious incongruity’, I have suggested, is particularly hard at work in the

widespread conflation of ethnic ‘status’ with ethnic ‘state’.

To reiterate, ethnic group membership is — like any other group membership — the
result of being taken as a member by the collective. The selection of the factors
which cause one to be taken as a member — the ‘markers’ of membership, of the
social status — as well as their application, are matters of convention, something

which is unaffected whether or not the list of selected factors includes some ‘natural’
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or ‘real world’ distinguishing ‘features’. The fact that members of one group are
‘recognised’ by one means, and those of another by another, is pure convention“, as
is the degree of rigour with which such conventions are or are not enforced. Whilst
the nature of the markers of recognition does seem to have some bearing upon the
likelihood of the category being maintained and reinforced or not®, the essential
point is that categories are in the eyes of the beholders, the collective and its
members, and not in the nature of the objects or features categorised, and that this
applies to real world objects (‘natural kinds’) as well as to social conventional

‘objects’ (‘social kinds’).

I now consider in turn the following questions: how should we extrapolate a coherent
constructivist epistemology to encompass the ‘real’ world as well as the ‘social’
realm? What kind of understanding of ‘the collective’ and of the role of interaction is
required to underpin such a perspective? What does this then mean about the basis
for collective beliefs, in general, and collective and individual beliefs about ethnicity,

in particular? How do beliefs about ethnicity relate to beliefs about interests?

Situating the ‘real world’ amidst social construction

[I]t is not the empirical characteristics or describable properties of a
human being that make her an individual of a specific name, but
nonetheless her physical manifestation is relevant to how she is
identified. [...] what actually allows identification of ‘the same’ human
being in a changing body is not the essence of an individual within but
continuing references to that essence from without. It is the ring of
speech and action around the body, no particular part or component of
the ring but merely the persistence of such a ring over time, that
constitutes the human being gua individual. (Barnes 2000:146-7)

2 Thus, for instance, race has ‘a dubious descriptive value’ but ‘exists as a cultural construct whether
it has a ‘biological’ reality or not’: ‘if influential people had developed a similar theory about the
hereditary personality traits of red-haired people, and if that theory gained social and cultural
significance, ‘redhead studies’ would for similar reasons have become a field of academic research
[...]” (Eriksen 2002:5). See also McCrone (1998:25ff).

* This is to say that here is some feedback mechanism between the persona and the salience, between
the cultural contents and the boundaries of ethnicity, that the two do not function fully-independently
of one another. I return to this below.
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This section explores an approach to knowledge of the real world which incorporates
a coherent approach to social construction, whilst retaining an important difference
between beliefs which have a ‘real world -referent, and those which are fully

conventional, and socially constructed, with no referent ‘out there’.

Real observation

There are constraints on the observation of reality. It is not collectives or omniscient
individuals that carry out empirical observation, but individuals each with a finite,
separate, and contingent series of empirical experiences. Individuals have neither
‘bird’s eye’ nor ‘universal’ access to the real world, and are thereby denied the
possibility of distinguishing what is ‘really true’ from what is ‘really false’ about that
world (Barnes & Bloor 1982:31)44. Individuals do not share the experience of
empirical observation of others, but they do regularly receive ‘testimony’ from others
regarding their observations, and this provides a large proportion of what individuals
consider that they ‘know’. Barnes (1995:99ff), and Kusch (2002:201ff) provide
accounts of how children and social outsiders become ‘competent’ members of a
community by means of processes of ‘ostensive learning’ according to which they
are taught to categorise their observations ‘correctly’ or ‘incorrectly’, according to
categories and concepts which are the product of social construction and collective
convention. Thus whilst the (say) five instances of a child’s observation of cats are
triggered by the ‘real world’, the knowledge the child has that these five experienced
objects are (i.e. that they should be categorised as) cats, whilst the objects of another
three observatory experiences are not (i.e. that they should not be so categorised), is
learned conventional knowledge. It cannot be ‘read off” from the objects, or the facts
of what the child observed, but draws on a wealth of ‘background knowledge’

provided by the child’s teachers®.

* Without something equivalent to a rationalist ‘bridgehead’ (Hollis 1967), the distinction between
validity and credibility is inaccessible to the observer. It is ‘not an absolute distinction, but one whose
employment depends upon a taken-for-granted background. [...] Without [background knowledge],
the distinction itself could never be put to use, or its contrast be given an application.” (Barnes &
Bloor 1982:30)

* 1t is this which allows the child to begin to formulate a distinction between validity and credibility.
‘Materials for cognitive models [...] do not take their meaning from their correspondence with objects
in the world [...] To use them, people must fit them to the particular contexts of events and lives,
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Meaning finitism

It seems quite straightforward to claim that the concepts and categories which the
member of a collective learns are learned partly from the collective’s reports. But
why does that make them conventionally, rather than empirically based? Why can
they not just be an aggregate ‘reading off’ all of the community members’ empirical
observations of the world — effectively ‘pattern recognition’ from reality, as our
intuitions suggest, and by an aggregate community which has greater observatory
access to the ‘real world’ than an individual would? An answer is offered by the
theory of ‘meaning finitism’*®, which contends precisely that ‘meanings are social
institutions’, that is, they are conventional (Kusch 2002:206). An important premise
of meaning finitism is that each and every judgement about the application of a
particular category to a newly encountered entity ‘involves, or can be reconstructed
as, a judgement concerning similarity’ (ibid.:203). The set of known examples (the
‘learning set’) of things that can be categorised as, say, ‘cat’ is finite (and almost
certainly different) for each individual considering the next application of the
classification. Because of this, each individual’s judgement as to whether or not a
new instance is or is not also a cat is never a judgement of identity, but always of the
form of the ‘extension of an analogy’, an extrapolation on the basis of the finite

knowledge of ‘catness’ at her or his disposal.

Logically, therefore, since it is not a judgement of identity, the judgement could
always go either way — it is ‘open-ended’. In this sense the meaning of the
classification ‘cat’ is ‘under-determined’, and can always be significantly shifted by
the next application made of it — say, for instance, to a cat-like dog. The meaning of a
categorisation which has a real-world referent, then, is ‘under-determined’ by the real
world: correct application of a ‘real world” concept is not a matter of correlation with

some ‘essential catness’: it could not be, because any given observer has no means of

whereby they reason and try to comprehend what happens to them, and in their world.” (Barth
2000:31).

% The most important accounts of this central, but profoundly counter-intuitive position are Barnes ef
al. (1996:ch.3), Bloor (1997), and Kusch (2002:ch.15).
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observing such ‘essence’. What, then, gives stability to this underdetermined
identification? What prevents the application of the category ‘cat’, for instance to

that cat-sized dog?

The answer lies in the social nature of learning. The appellation ‘cat’ is used
correctly in so far as the community will let the user ‘get away with’ her or his usage
(Kusch 2002:204). What gives stability to the meanings of ‘real-world’ or ‘alter-
referential’ concepts and categories is collective consensus, not the fleeting,
contingent, and partisan observations of individuals. In many instances individuals’
views will be in tune with those of the collective within which they have learned to

use the category ‘cat’. In others they may vary.

Active intervention will be necessary to modify routines and automatic
responses, at the individual psychological level, in order to keep tradition
constituted and allow the routine implications of traditional knowledge to
unfold at the collective level. It may be that minority deviance has to be
overruled here, or that majority opinion defers to expertise and/or to
power, or some other route to consensus may be negotiated. [HJowever
consensus is established, whether easily or with difficulty, the outcome
will be a revisable judgement. (Barnes 1995:113)

At this point it is perhaps useful to return briefly to Smith’s summary of the
primordial view, cited above, that ‘primordial ties have always divided the human
species, as naturally as have sex or geography, and will always do so’ (Anthony
Smith 1986:12). This passage needs further investigation when considered from the
perspective of meaning finitism. For whilst all manner of sexual or geographical
features may undoubtedly be ‘out there’ in the real world, the classificatory system
according to which we may or may not recognise them, and may or may not consider
that ‘they divide us’ are matters of constructed convention: there is nothing ‘natural’
about the way in which sex and geography divide us (i.e. nothing that can be ‘read
off’ from the real world), any more than there is anything ‘natural’ about the way in
which ethnicity, even if it happens to be premised on actual biological difference,

47
does or does not do the same™".
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‘The effect on belief of ‘the facts’**

Once again, it is important to reiterate that the constructivists’ view of our
knowledge of the real world does not posit that all belief/knowledge is ‘fully’
‘completely’ and ‘only’ conventional — and never anything else*’. Barnes & Bloor do
not deny the impact of the real world, even though the causal role they attribute to it
— necessarily given their relativist account — might seem a step down from that which

empiricist/realist intuitions would suggest. They advocate an

open and matter-of-fact stance towards the role of sensory stimulation
[and] any other of the physical, genetic or psychological and non-social
causes that must eventually find a place in an overall account of
knowledge. The stimulation caused by material objects when the eye is
turned in a given direction is indeed a causal factor in knowledge and its
role is to be understood by seeing how this cause interacts with other
causes. of unverbalised reality that is the focus of the beliefs in question.

Nevertheless,

the effect of ‘the facts’ on a believer plays the same general role whether
the belief that results is a true one or a false one. [...] reality is a common
factor in all the vastly different cognitive responses that men produce to
it. Being a common factor it is not a promising candidate to field as an
explanation of that variation.” (Barnes & Bloor 1982:33-4)

Sahlins provides an account which is evocative of the appropriate balance to be

struck between social and natural factors in explanation:

material forces in production contain no cultural order, but merely a set
of physical possibilities and constraints selectively organized by the
cultural system and integrated as to their effects by the same logic that

71 am grateful to Irene Rafanell, for her determination and clarity on this point.

8 (Barnes & Bloor 1982:33)

* Many critiques of radical social constructivism mistakenly charge it with idealism, or suggest that
reality serves it only as a series of tokens to bear socially constructed meanings and institutions
(Latour 1999, 1992). See Bloor (1992) (1999).

%% The ‘equivalence postulate’ in the sociology of knowledge is specifically nor that it is completely
irrelevant whether a belief is false or true (or indeed that beliefs are equally true or equally false —
both of which positions they reject as faulty), but rather that (a) no meaningful sense can be given to
the distinction between the truth and the falsity of beliefs because we don’t have any independent
vantage point from which to assess this, and (b) the truth or falsity of beliefs does not alter the manner
of their explanation or the nature of the combination of causes (social, psychological, ‘real world’,
etc.) which together bring them into being.
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gave them cause. The material forces taken by themselves are lifeless.
Their specific motions and determinate consequences can be stipulated
only by progressively compounding them with the co—ordinates of the
cultural order. (Sahlins 1976:207)

Natural and social kinds: self and alter-reference

We now have two different categories of ‘objects of belief’: social kinds, which are
fully constructed or conventional, and natural kinds whose categorisation is
constructed or conventional, but which also have a ‘real world’ ‘alter-referent’ ‘out
there’, to which cognitive response is made. Conventional belief, meanwhile, is

‘belief about belief’ — that is, it is ‘self-referential’.

Take away talk, and whatever is referred to as a social kind [money,
marriage] ceases to exist. That should occasion no surprise: in the case of
social kinds, the talk, ultimately is the referent itself. The case of natural
kinds is not equally straightforward: take away all talk, and the category
‘elephant’ disappears. What so disappears is our communally instituted
and maintained taxonomy of animals and our exemplars and prototypes
for what elephants look like. But whatever it was that we formerly
referred to as ‘elephants’ will still be there. (Kusch 2002:68-69)

Thus, for instance, if we take ethnicity to be a social kind,

if persons A, B and C believe that C is a member of their ethnic group,
then C’s ethnicity is constituted by the mutual belief of A, B and C. If
they all change their minds, then C’s ethnic membership evaporates into
thin air. C’s ethnicity is nothing but this mutual belief in C’s ethnic
membership. The mutual belief is thus a belief about this mutual belief;
that is, it is self-referring. By the same token, it is also self-validating: the
mutual belief of A, B, and C, that C is a co-ethnic is what makes this very
same belief true. (adapted from Kusch (1998:236))

The fact that beliefs about social kinds, and the conventional component of beliefs
about natural kinds, are self-referring and self-validating constitutes a fundamentally
important feature of this kind of belief: belief in such beliefs brings them into being;
the more they are believed, the more they are true; they are ‘performative’. Notice

here that the paragraph cited reads more easily when one inserts the phrase ‘ethnic
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membership’ than the term ‘ethnicity’. This is, I suggest, symptomatic of the sort of
conflated ‘double referent” which the term ‘ethnicity’ has acquired, referring in much
usage both to social status (member of an ethnic group), and to individual state
(‘instrinsic’ individual ethnic nature). Whereas the notion that a person’s ‘group
membership’ disappears once all talk about it is removed is quite readily intelligible,
we are intuitively extremely resistant to the notion that a person’s ‘ethnicity’
evaporates in quite this way. We tend to think of an individual’s ethnicity as being
made up of what constitutes the individual gqua individual, rather than (or as well as)

what constitutes the individual gua member of a group.

People as artificial kinds?

Kusch adds to natural and social kinds a further category of ‘artificial kinds’:

Finally, turning to the case of typewriters, once we withdraw the talk and
the performatives, typewriters qua typewriters will cease to exist. But we
shall leave behind a changed physical world. (Kusch 2002:68-69)

Some of the complications and confusions associated with ethnicity can perhaps be
suggested by relating different aspects of the concept to these three kinds of kinds.
The social status ‘member of an ethnic group’ seems a relatively straightforward
social kind: take away all talk of ethnicity and ethnic membership and the social
status conferred cease to exist. What about the people so categorised? Take away all
talk of ethnicity and the people we formerly referred to as ‘members of the ethnic
group’ remain, whilst the category has disappeared. On the other hand, can we really
say that ‘the people remain’, independent of their categorisation as ‘members of an
ethnic group’, in quite this straightforward way? Is there not, perhaps a sense in
which various of the social conventions they adopt, including that of ethnicity, have a
hand in ‘creating’ them, in many different ways, of which perhaps the clearest is the

influence such conventions have in shaping processes of human reproduction.

Consider, for instance, Kusch’s explication of his category ‘artificial kind’:
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‘typewriter’ has alter-reference, and there are models, paradigms, and

prototypes of what a typewriter ought to look like and how it ought to

work. Yet ‘typewriter’ differs from [elephant or rose] in that the

individuals classified as typewriters do not exist wholly independently of

the classifying activity. Instead, the classifying activitiy is part and parcel

of a social process that essentially involves physical actions bringing the

classified individuals into existence. In the case of artificial kinds, human

action makes it so that the individuals referred to fit the prototypes, rather

than vice versa. (Kusch 1998:246)
One might wish to argue, along these lines, that (at least second generation) members
of an ethnic group might, depending on the norms of endogamy or exogamy
associated with the group, be better regarded as artificial than natural kinds. In so far
as ethnicity (in common with a whole range of other social statuses) is a social
institution potentially associated with human reproduction (and this is clearly a
contingent matter), would one not perhaps wish to argue that human beings
constitute an artificial kind, ‘brought into existence’ by a (range of different kinds of)

social process?

Social institutions as the basis for beliefs

For something to be a social institution it is sufficient that some
collective has a self-referential belief about it. It is not necessary that this
collective be extensive. [...] It is important to recognise the performative
or finitist aspect of social institutions. Social institutions are performed,
and their path is not predetermined by rules and norms. (Kusch
1998:237)

A basis for all of our beliefs, then, is the self-referential, self-validating
(performative) conventional knowledge that we learn from the collective,
supplemented in the case of alter-referential objects by such empirical observations
as we may make. Far from the shifting, arbitrary ‘optional extra’ of popular
conception, social ‘construction’ turns out to form the basis for knowledge. I turn
now to consider what sort of understanding of the collective is required to underpin

the notion that individuals’

acts and comprehensions are tested against the acts of others, and the
resistance of the environment. There is a constant creativity in this; and
people may use multiple images and perform a multiplicity of operations
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as they grope for an understanding of the world, fallibly exchanging,
adjusting and reconstructing their models as they harvest the experiences
that ensue. (Barth 2000:31)

Human sociability and susceptibility: the ‘proto-normative system’

[H]Juman sociability is deep seated and pervasive. [... OJur sociability
should be conceived of as a continuing profound, mutual susceptibility,
which finds expression in aligned cognition, shared language and
knowledge, and indeed in the existence of all manner of powers, skills
and capacities that can be readily combined and co-ordinated with those
of other people. [... R]ather than restricting us to, or confining us within,
a given social order, our sociability is what facilitates its production and
allows its continuing reconstitution and recreation. (Barnes 1995:3-4)

Individual knowledge is premised on interaction with the wider collective, and is
only stable in its terms: ‘normativity can only exist for interacting individuals’
(Kusch 2002:196)°'. The approach discussed so far requires a focus on inter-
subjectivity and interaction, on the collective or interacting social group; it rejects
methodological individualism. Rather, it sets out a model in which the very nature of
ongoing social interaction (characterised by a continual process of mutual sanction
and susceptibility to sanction)’?, itself offers the key to co-ordinated action®®, and to

the achievement of normativity.

Members will be differentially susceptible to those particular forms of
communication originating from fellow members. But the form of the
system will be much the same everywhere. It will be constituted of
agents who, of their nature as it were, are both susceptible to the
evaluations of others and disposed to offer such evaluations to others.
These will be agents to whom verbal and symbolic communication is
normal and natural, and on whom the evaluations implicit in such
communication will have effects. (Barnes 2000:68)

This has a number of important implications for how we might want to go about
studying the social status of ethnicity, and its relationship with collective action. First

and foremost, both are underpinned by interaction, and the collective discourses,

31 See Kusch (2002:ch.14) and Bloor (1997).

32 Cf. Goffman on face (1967), Scheff on shame (1988), both references made by Barnes (2000:67-8).
> See Barnes (1995). ‘Collective action will not be accounted for by any theory that deals in
independent individuals.’
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beliefs, and body of knowledge generated thereby. Interaction (incorporating
imitation, sanctioning, and self-correction (Kusch 1998:267-8)) is a continual
process, generating knowledge (of the social status of ethnicity, for instance) which,
albeit potentially experienced as stable, constraining, or ‘imperative’ at the individual
level (or not, according to the conventions in play), is so, but is also subject to
reinforcement, undermining, development, or transformation, as a result of ongoing
collective iteration. In the case of social statuses, such iteration of itself
performatively creates (knowledge about) those statuses: hearing, knowing about
ethnic group membership constitutes ethnic group membership. Ethnicity as social
status, then, is always a contemporary project, of an actual existing and interacting
community, continually renewed, continually new, and the function of ongoing

interaction, consensus and sanction:

the collective consensus and the process of sanctioning constantly shape

and determine one another. The consensus sets the standard for the

sanctioning, and the sanctioning protects and creates the consensus.

(Kusch 1998:270)
The system admits of change and variation. ‘Consensus’ is achieved by means of
myriad encounters between individuals or groups of members of the collective™. The
sanctioning and consensus-forming processes, then, are local to these encounters, and
reflect individual variation of experience and interpretation amongst the parties to
them™. If there is a lot of interaction between two groups, all other things being
equal, the sanctioning and consensus-forming (and interpretation) processes will be
vigorous and dynamic. If interaction — as it always must be - is restricted or
interrupted, or newly influenced by interaction with third and additional parties,

‘drift’ or ‘change’ will set in.

* This account, suggestive both of the active role of the individual, and of the fact that this active role
is that of an individual-in-a-setting, not of an individual per se, satisfies Anthony Cohen’s concerns
with symbolic communication and self-consciousness, above.

> Kusch’s ‘model of local consensus’ posits an array of mobile clocks which, in order to ‘keep time’,
each time they encounter another clock in the array, adjust their settings, as a pair, to the average of
the times they show, before departing for the next such collision: ‘in this scenario, all consensus is
local and temporary, and none of the clocks can ‘know’ what the ‘collective consensus’ — that is, the
bandwidth of all times — of all clocks would be’ (Kusch 2002:206).
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An ethnic status is the persistent accomplishment of a group of individuals as
members of a collective, inhering in what they know about that status; and what they

know is a function of their interaction and agreement, repeated or shifting.

Initial Implications for an understanding of ethnicity as a social status

The implications of the approach I have suggested for an understanding of ethnicity

are profound.

One is that the level and extent of conventionality associated with ethnicity goes
much deeper than is usually recognised. At a first level, the issue of whether or not
group members or group outsiders recognise someone as a member of an ethnic
group is a matter of convention, arising out of the ongoing interaction of the
collective. The conventions according to which an ethnic group is identified and
categorised from within, and from without, may well differ, since interaction patterns
within the group, and with non-group members, may be different. Interaction patterns
and experiences across the group are also not likely to produce uniform
understandings of the conventional basis of the group. Given that ethnic groups are
often regarded as extending across thousands of members — in Ethiopia, some as
running into millions — we seem to be in the realm of Anderson’s ‘imagined
community’, and the extent and nature of any constructions of the ethnic self which
are shared will be contingent upon the considerable vagaries of the extent and nature
of interaction and distribution of testimony and empirical experience on this wide

scale.

Whether or not the distribution of this convention coincides with the borders of the
ethnic group demarcated by it is just as much a contingent matter as is the
coincidence of cultural and ethnic boundaries; as Barth noted, an ethnic boundary
may be characterised as well by interaction which crosses it as by an interruption in
interaction between those on either side of it. Since consensus is local, each
individual member of the interacting collective which ‘shares knowledge’ of the
conventional status will have a slightly different perspective on precisely what that

convention amounts to. Similarly, any piece of new information relevant to the
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categorisation and marking of groups will, in so far as it is disseminated, and belief
in it locally ‘constructed’, form part of the knowledge from which consensus about
groups and group membership is locally constructed. If, as a result of widespread
government propaganda and mobilisation campaigns the categories ‘nation,
nationality, and people’ become widely known and widely, if variously, incorporated
into the basis for conventional attributions of status, it can be expected that the
attributions of status will shift in similar but not identical ways over this same broad
canvas. Whether and how they do shift, however, will nevertheless remain
contingent upon myriad processes of local consensus formation, based upon the
specifics of interaction amongst group members, and between group members and
the source of these new categorisations — cadres, government officers, and whatever

news or political media may be in operation.

Also conventional will be the selection of ‘markers’ which label or identify the group
membership in question, and the means, regularity, and rigour with which members
of the community recognise them as markers: they may have everything or nothing
in common with what outsiders, including constitution makers, regard as ethnic
markers. Again, since consensus is local, a ‘single’ ethnic identity status will be
identified by means of innumerable slightly different (even significantly different)
processes. Questions about whether ethnic group membership is to be regarded as
natural, stable, durable, exclusive, or inescapable, are also all contingent matters of
local convention. Answers to them need to be investigated rather than assumed in
each case; they may well depend on the kinds of features which are considered to
mark the status: if physical features are regarded as unchangeable, and have been
selected to constitute an important marker, the status may be regarded as
‘inescapable’ or ‘natural’ — more so, perhaps, than if linguistic competence is a more

important factor, and individuals are seen to acquire members’ status by learning it™®.

% although particular features might be likely to correlate with certain kinds of interpretation, there is
nothing to say that they always will do — this is also a matter of convention: communities which do
not share western beliefs about the relative malleability of language competence versus biology, might
well reach different conclusions. As ever, whilst the effect of the facts may be to prompt certain social
responses, it will not dictate them.
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The means of investigating how ethnicity operates in any given situation, then, is to
consider what people know about ethnicity — about salient group membership; what
they genuinely believe it to constitute. For if they believe it divides them from their
neighbours, it will do so; if they do not, it will not. Of investigative interest then, are
questions of what they believe, how and why they have come to believe it, and what
action such beliefs may influence. An assessment of the impact of ethnic federalism,
for instance, should enquire primarily into what people know about it. Whether or
not ethnic federalism has ‘ethnified’ Ethiopian politics, becomes a question of
whether and how it has shifted patterns of knowledge, and modified popular
conventions allocating social statuses of group membership. Answering it would
encompass an investigation of the beliefs of all those germane to the situation, inside
and outside the group; one difficulty would be to know quite how to delimit the

research community, the distribution of whose knowledge is to be investigated.

A second set of implications of this approach is that the nature of ethnic group
membership is contemporary: temporary, local, and transient. In fact, we should
probably be talking, with Fardon (1995) about ethnicities rather than ethnicity. There
is nothing ancient, atavistic, or immutable about any particular social status of
ethnicity: it is, quite literally, continuously and locally re-constructed (or dissolved)
in the course of social interaction. Views which stress the primordial or perennial
nature of ethnicity are, I suggest, conflating the thing marked (the social ethnic
status) with common intuitions that those features which mark it are ancient and
immutable, and that they not only mark it, but also constitute it (the individual ethnic
nature). In societies where there has been little mobility, and little interaction with
the outside world, it may well be that what we might wish to call ‘ethnic’ social
statuses have remained apparently little changed over long periods, based on similar
patterns of interaction. This does not make the status in any way immutable: it
simply means that the way in which it is daily reconstructed is closely reconstitutive

of an existing situation: there is little ‘drift’ in the array.

This is an entirely contingent matter. Shifts in the system or pattern of beliefs of the

community could be introduced in all sorts of ways, and because the reconstruction
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of the ethnic status is continuous, such changes could be expected to change its
course. Because of the performativity associated with the self-referential nature of
such beliefs (beliefs about statuses constitute beliefs about statuses and make them
true), the introduction of outsiders’ views about the nature of the ethnicity (the basis
for ethnic group membership) operating within the group, will, ipso facto, shift the

nature of ethnicity in so far as they are believed by members of the group.

At this point, most of the tenets of primordialism look as though they have to be
discarded. Ethnicity is not natural, perennial, fixed, or immutable: it cannot be ‘read
off” from empirical features of the real world, but is continuously and continually
recreated by the collective. One of the key features of primordialism, however, seems
in this approach to have been reinstated in a surprising way: understood as a social
status as suggested, clearly ethnicity does cause or influence action. In so far as an
ethnic status forms part of what individuals or a population know at any given
moment (part of their contemporary system of beliefs), and in so far as it is regarded
as salient, it will influence the calculative processes underpinning action. Now it
seems appropriate to investigate those calculative processes further, considering how

much can be drawn from the resources of instrumentalism.

Barnes argues that the social group, and its interaction, predates any form of
collective action — including the formulation of collective interests and consensus

regarding them.

[S]tatus groups emerge from individuals who are already together,
whether interacting in a distinct context of social intercourse or in a
condition easily transformed in that direction. It is not that independent
individuals have prior interests that induce them to combine in particular
ways and act together. Rather it is that individuals living and interacting
together are able, on the basis of their knowledge of their situation, to
evoke conceptions of shared interests and to enjoin action to further
them. (1995:144)

Actors and interests: reworking instrumentalism for collectives.
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Several points of relevance for the investigation of ethnicity result from this view”'.
If interaction, not interests, is the first step towards collective action, it seems only
sensible that our interest in explanation should focus upon those relations which may
be most likely to constitute the first bases of human interaction — namely those, based
on proximity, with family and neighbours. Thus the components from which
ethnicity is commonly constructed may be reconfirmed as a commonly likely focus
of interest — at least in those relatively many situations where these do constitute the

first bases of interaction’®. As Calhoun puts it:

The reproduction of cultural tradition is supported by social practices that
discourage or limit experimentation with alternatives, and inhibit
searches for other ways of seeing things. Ethnicity embeds us in a web of
such practices and in a social group which constantly reproduces them
and may view any challenge to them as disloyalty. (Calhoun 1997:130n7)

We need to exercise caution about ‘reading off’ the salience of ethnic group
membership from circumstances that seem to us as analysts to prompt it: if ethnic
group membership is a social status, the salience or otherwise of ethnic group
membership is also a social status, and so is the ‘interest’ of the ethnic group. That is,
ethnicity is salient if the ethnic group takes it to be and refers to it as salient, and the
group has an ‘interest’ if it believes it has an interest. Whilst real world factors may
be taken into account in the collective calculations that arrive at these conclusions,

the conclusions remain ‘talk about talk’.

In the empirical account which follows in Sections Two and Three I try to suggest
that, although the actions of groups can be explained as constituted by the actions of
calculative agents (and that these calculations can be investigated), the relationship
between these calculations and what, as analysts, we might want to think of as their
‘real’ collective interests is complicated by the social nature of the processes

involved. The point is brought out by Calhoun:

" T do not reproduce the details of Barnes’ arguments that his schema (interaction-organisation-
interests-action) accounts better for collective action than that offered by Marx and Weber (situation-
interests-organisation-action). See Barnes (1995:188ff).

% This, for instance, might go some way to answering the question which Banks suggests Epstein
(1978) fails to answer: ‘why an ethnic identity rather than a class identity or a gender identity or some
other identity should be so important’ (1996:38).
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An understanding of identity that goes beyond the notion of interest is
[...] important. [...] many of the new social movement examples [...] do
not seem intrinsically close to a rational choice explanation but involve
unconventional sorts of interests and especially processes of continual
redefinition of interests because of reconstitution of identity. (1991:53)
[...] the rational choice to take extraordinary risk may depend on the
social construction, in the midst of unusual collective action, of a
personal identity that makes not taking a given risk more certain to
imperil the self of the actor than taking it. This sort of calculation cannot
be understood in terms of an approach to rational action that takes actor’s
identities as fixed attributes of individuals or one that analyses individual
action solely in terms of interests derived from various external sources —
such as class position. But it can be understood. (ibid. :69)5 ?

Caveats regarding the straightforward understanding and elaboration of collective
interests and identities as directly based on observable ‘real’ circumstances, remain
to the fore in the following exploration of collective identity construction as a
calculative and continual response to what is known (believed) by the collective in
question. Much of the foregoing discussion has had the function of distancing this
analysis from much of primordialism. At this point, symmetrically, a range of
caveats regarding the kind of instrumentalism which ‘reads off” interests from
‘objective circumstances’ should be clear. The account given in what follows seeks
to distinguish between the ‘effect on belief of “the facts™ (Barnes & Bloor 1982:33)
and the constructed conceptualisation carried out by the collective in fastening on a

response®’. It therefore pays particular attention to the ‘markers’®'

of ‘reality’, and
the empirical causes® which seem to assume importance in the process of
construction of ethnicity (see below), whilst also assessing the nature of that
significance, and that of the relative systems of knowledge of the various actors and

commentators, as they influence the emergent motivation of the collective.

% One of the most striking instances of just such an apparently ‘inexplicable’ construction of
collective interest is explained in Turton’s account of Mursi - Nyangatom relations (1989)

% Albeit with Bloor’s caveats about setting up a tug-of-war between ‘reality’ and ‘society’ (1997:3).

' T mean emic ‘markers’ as opposed to the ‘features’ observable from a social scientific perspective
‘etic’ to the group in question (Schlee 1994) (see below). I would tend, for instance, to agree with
Schlee’s critique of Levine (1974) that he effectively neglects ‘emic markers’ in focusing on common
‘form’ (‘etic features’) in his identification of Ethiopia as a ‘culture area’ (1994:140).

%2 ‘which must eventually find a place in an overall account of knowledge’ (Barnes & Bloor 1982:33)
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Barnes, as I have mentioned, insists that the collective must pre-date collective
interest, and that collectivities are not ‘naturally’ brought into existence by pre-
existing shared interests, which somehow inhere in ‘reality’ (Barnes 1995:174-192).
Once established, however, it is clear that perceptions of interest — individual and
collective — will have a feedback effect on processes of categorisation. In his account
of meaning finitism, Kusch notes that whilst there is often little difficulty in reaching
agreement on the classification, for instance of a series of cats as cats (not least, he
suggests, because of our similar physiology and linguistic training), there is always

room for difference:

Our judgements of similarity do not always coincide. And they tend to
diverge in particular when we have different interests (goals and aims).
[...] Whether or not a child judges a newly encountered entity — say a
stuffed toy — to be relevantly similar to her exemplars (of real cats) might
depend on whether the child is interested in watching an animal chase
after a ball, or whether the child is eager to caress the furry body of a cat-
size creature. If the latter interest looms large, then the perceived
similarity between the stuffed toy and live cats will be higher than if the
former goal is more salient. To that extent, similarity is in the eye of the
beholder. (Kusch 2002:203-4)

All of this suggests a recursive relationship between categories or statuses and
interests, perhaps tantamount to nothing more than the observation that a population
grouped and interacting in one way will see their interests differently from the same
population categorised and categorising differently. What is problematic is that the
groups that emerge, the statuses by which they are defined as groups, and the

perceptions of their interests they generate are all contingent — and shifting.

What appears throughout is the continuous existence of individual judgements of
similarity: the contemporaneity of construction and reconstruction of collective
identity, and of the collective sense of self-interest. This prompts a reconsideration of
the significance of ‘historical legacy’ (along the lines discussed in Section Two),
suggesting that all and any known precedents can be effective as ingredients or
markers of identity — precisely in so far as they are known. On this view, the priority
often accorded to those markers which may appear to have historical longevity, is

interpreted as a function of the performative power of what is known of their
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pedigree, and their subsequent respected contemporary status, and not somehow

intrinsic to their atavism per se.

The ‘real’, material conflicts, problems, and dynamics which the identity politics of
contemporary Ethiopia reflect and seek to address clearly do have ‘deep historical
dimensions’ (Schroder 1998:28). It seems important, however, not to assume that
such ‘history’ and ‘reality’ have much, or exclusive, explanatory power, but to stress
the selective contemporary exploitation of available resources and precedents — be
they of yesterday or several centuries past, ‘truly’ or ‘falsely’ perceived. Whilst the
events of a group’s history remain a ‘heavy inheritance’ in the sense that they cannot
be undone, their selection and categorisation as elements of the narrative of its
history, remain — like all such processes - ‘underdetermined’: at the collective level,
in so far as they are known, they form an endlessly malleable and selectable treasure-
trove of resources. What makes ‘history’ or ‘identity’ look like an inheritance which
is impossible to escape is our individualised perspective: as individuals, we are not
often visibly at liberty to manipulate the resources of history (or identity) at will —
but only as a tiny part of the larger collective, whose pre-existing views, culture,
consensus, and conventions we do indeed very much ‘inherit’ in a continuous
process of mutual learning, informing and sanctioning. At the individual level the
‘real’ events of history become the narrative of history, as the ‘real’ elements
marking separate identity constitute the narrative of identity. The two are not fully
separable. It is the juxtaposition of the individual with the collective level that makes

identity look at once fixed and unchanging, and endlessly malleable.

What is true of histories is true of futures: ethnic groups, like all other groups, are
motivated by what they calculate to be their interests. As analysts we may or may not
feel we have an understanding of a group’s ‘real’ or ‘objective’ interests. The extent
to which we do, and whether the group shares our view, are contingent matters. How
they construct their collective sense of interest will be a function of what they know.
Whilst the ‘objective circumstances’ are undoubtedly ‘out there’, their selection and
categorisation as elements of the narrative of the group’s interest, remain — like all

such processes — ‘underdetermined’. Rather than interest arising out of (an
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understanding of) real circumstances, collective interest, I have argued, emerges
from collective interaction, prompted, but not determined, by empirical
circumstance. Once a sense of interest has emerged in this way, the performativity it
enjoys is likely to shape the perception and categorisation of these circumstances,
and, by processes of ‘bootstrapped induction’ (Barnes 1983) to influence the future
pattern of interaction which will generate it. This is the recursive and mutually

constitutive relationship which ethnicity and interest enjoy.
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Chapter lll. Scope and Ambition of the Thesis

This brief chapter aims to do two sets of things, each of which relate closely to
methodological concerns. The first is to provide an account of the methods by which
the study was carried out, giving some impression of the scope and nature of the
research undertaken, as well as the perceived advantages and constraints of the
approach adopted. Included in this discussion is a note on terminology adopted.
Building on the theoretical discussion in Chapter II, above, the second purpose of
this chapter is to consider the kinds of lines and focus of investigation likely to prove
appropriate to a constructivist approach, given the scope of the research outlined.
This is intended to link the empirical discussion of Sections Two and Three which
follow, with some of the ideas of the theoretical approach outlined previously in

Chapter II.

Methodological issues

Sources

A study of the politicisation of ethnicity in Ethiopia is a study of how ethnicity is
involved in the way the Ethiopian state and groups of its citizens view and approach
one another, and of the consequences this has had. In trying to untangle
developments in the views, beliefs, and understandings of different populations, I
have drawn on evidence of their experiences and responses provided by both

secondary literature and primary sources.

Secondary literature

I draw on the English language literature on Ethiopia primarily from three
disciplines: history, politics, and anthropology. Since the focus of my interest is the
relation between the modern Ethiopian state and its citizens, politics is clearly my
‘home discipline’. However, for a number of reasons, many of which relate to the

nature of the research environment for political scientists in Ethiopia over the period
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in question, the literature in politics proved the least rewarding of the three

interrelated disciplinary categories.

In the last decade of the imperial regime, Perham’s seminal study of The Government
of Ethiopia (1969[1948]) was re-issued, and her groundwork extended in two
important but divergent ways. Whilst Clapham (1969) illuminated the workings and
institutions of the imperial government over the critical period of centralisation and
modernisation of the middle twentieth century, Markakis (1974) explored the
patterns of socio-economic forces for change in the wider society over the same
period. This exemplary series of imperial-era studies of the Ethiopian state was
overtaken, in the wake of its overthrow, by a much larger, and often considerably
less satisfactory range of studies of the bloody events of the change of government,
and the new revolutionary regime®. Much was written too soon afterwards for
satisfactory evaluation of either. The ruthlessness with which the military
government silenced its critics through the Red Terror of the late 1970s, and the
escalation of the civil wars in the north through the 1980s, offered a domestic
research environment inimical to political science. After two decades, it did prove
possible to update analysis of the new institutions, structures, dynamics and policies
of the central government (Clapham 1988), whilst work on the socio-economic
forces, which raged around it with increasing violence, had to be carried on outside
the country’s borders (Markakis 1987)64. Meanwhile, a lot of other ink had been

spilled to polemical rather than analytical effect.

English language history on Ethiopia, too, has had its limitations. As Donham and

James note, for a long time

Ethiopian history [...] had been focused on the metanarratives of the
nation — in the case of Ethiopia, the preservation of its independence
against colonial odds. Emperors’ lives, their battles and foreign intrigues
[...] furnished a seemingly natural way to shape stories and to distinguish
periods. (Donham & James 2002[1986]:xviii)

63 Including, for instance, Ottaway M & D (1978), Halliday & Molyneux (1981), Lefort (1983),
Schwab (1985)

% Interestingly neither approach devoted particularly extensive analysis to the political force, the
TPLF/EPRDF, which would emerge a few years later to lay claim to the Ethiopian state.
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Although many historians of Ethiopia have been criticised for overt bias in favour of
the exploits and culture of its ruling class (and for corresponding neglect of the
experiences and perspectives of their subjects)®, there is much to be gleaned about
social development from the scholarship which characterises the historical
literature®®. Its resources provide the bulk of the material from which much of

Section Two of this thesis is fashioned.

The publication in 1986 of Donham & James’ edited collection, marked a shift away
from widespread Abyssinia-centricity in Ethiopian history. It also marked the
beginning of a very fruitful collaboration between history and anthropology, which
allowed for the elaboration of popular experiences of processes of social, economic,
and political development from all over the country, as an alternative way to ‘shape

stories and distinguish periods’67

. The late 1980s also saw the emergence of another
set of voices seeking to articulate stories at variance with the ‘official’ perspective of
the Ethiopian state, namely those which grew from the nationalist movements in
Eritrea and Oromia. Whilst many nationalist accounts - particularly in politics —
intended primarily to contribute to the polemics of the period, Oromo studies in

particular also produced history and anthropology of lasting value®®.

In the last four decades, then, a contested research environment throughout the Horn
of Africa, and one often hostile to an overt focus on state power and its operation,
has resulted in a situation where much of the most informative work on political
relations (particularly from the points of view of citizens) is to be found in social
anthropology and ‘historical ethnography’. Thus, for instance, Section Three of this
thesis, dealing with developments since 1991, draws on such authors as Abbink

(1991) (2000), Donham (1999), Hogg (1993) (1997), Schlee (1989) (1994), and the

% See Chapter IV below.

% Oof outstanding importance are, for instance, Bahru Zewde (1991) (2002), Crummey (2000), Gebru
Tareke (1996[1991]), McCann (1987), Mohammed Hassan (1990), Richard Pankhurst (1961) (1966)
(1968) (1990), Rubenson (1966) (1976) and Trimingham (1965[1952])

%7 The recent publication of a successor volume (James er al. 2002), demonstrates the continuing
vitality of this interface, irrespective of the uneven quality of its contributions.
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various contributors to Donham & James (1986[2002]), Fukui & Markakis (1994),
and James et al. (2000). It is in the nature of much of this work that, in the traditions
of ethnographic scholarship, it is often tightly focused on one or a number of specific
research communities and locations. Whilst many of the authors cited offer analysis
which transcends their temporal, geographic, or ethnographic focus®, one of the
drawbacks of this literature is that its rich resources have not always been utilised,

and are not always easily usable, to inform political analysis at the level of the state.

Unpublished graduate and undergraduate theses constitute an increasingly important
body of secondary literature on Ethiopia and its various ethnic groups. In the course
of this research, I have been able to gain access to sources at libraries at the Institute
of Ethiopian Studies of Addis Ababa University, and the Ethiopian Civil Service
College. Both offer rich resources produced by their students who, as the years have
passed under ethnic federalism, seem increasingly keen to study and write about their
home regions. Amidst much which has been of use to this study, the bibliography

lists only those works cited in the text.

Documents and primary literature

Whilst the early sections of Chapter IV are drawn entirely from secondary sources,
the study of the evolution of the student movement in the late 1960s, as well as much
of the discussion of the TPLF and OLF in Chapter V also draws on documentation
produced by participants in these circles. The line between secondary analysis and
primary documentation becomes particularly blurred in the case of the student and
ethno-nationalist movements, since many of the protagonists of each have authored
their own contemporary analyses and commentaries which now also constitute a

subject of research’’. These are perhaps only the most visible instances of the way in

% Baxter (1986) reviews the field of Oromo studies at that time. See notably, Bartels (1989), Bassi
(1996) (1997), Baxter, Hultin & Triulzi (1996), Gemetchu Megerssa (1993), Mohammed Hassen
(1990), Mekuria Bulcha (1988).

% Donham (1999) is notable.

0 Articles by Walleligne Mekonen (1969), Andreas Eshete et al. (Challenge 1970), Tilahun Takele
(1970), are notable examples. See Chapter IV below.
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which all analysis and commentary feeds, categorises and creates our subsequent

understanding of events.

Relevant documentation related to the Ethiopian student movement, EPRP, and
Me’isone, is listed under ‘publications of Ethiopian Political Organisations’, even
where these are not specifically cited in the text of the thesis. The same is true of
relevant documentation produced by the TPLF/EPRDF and OLF in the period up to
the withdrawal of the OLF from government in 1992. These documents were
obtained from a number of library and archive sources, including those of the
movements themselves. Since my survey of this literature was restricted to the
literature in English, it focuses on what was originally explicitly intended and
produced for external consumption and propaganda. Literature produced by the
Fronts consists primarily of Bulletins, Magazines, and Press Releases, published by
their foreign relations bureaux; that published by the student bodies was intended
both for student debate in the diaspora, and to be shared with solidarity organisations
internationally. Although much of it is not specifically cited or quoted, its study has
provided an essential background to the preparation of interviews on related and

subsequent events.

Interviews

Notes and transcripts of a wide range of interviews of different kinds, conducted
between late 1988 and mid-2002, constitute a primary resource of this research. My
interest in the issue of politicised ethnicity dates from interviews and conversations
during a first visit to Ethiopia in October-December 1988, several of which are cited
in the text. My academic work began in 1994 with a pilot study of the Charter
conference in July 1991 which launched the TGE (Vaughan 1994). This project drew
on 22 formal interviews conducted with delegates to the conference between June
and August 1994’". It established that semi-structured interviews in English, with

Ethiopia’s political elite, recorded at the time either electronically or in note form,

"1'21 conducted in Addis Ababa and one by telephone internationally. It also drew on analysis of the
18 hour ETV videotape and translated transcript of the proceedings.
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produced useful and illuminating transcript material; and that formal interviews were

frequently usefully supplemented by informal and unrecorded conversations.

Fieldwork specifically for the purpose of this thesis was conducted during the period
I was resident in Ethiopia between January 1998 and March 2000, and again during
April-July 2002. Formal notes and/or transcripts of around 80 structured and semi-
structured interviews conducted over the period in Addis Ababa are on file. Further
fieldwork was carried out outside Addis Ababa as opportunities arose: significant
visits included: October-November 1998, Mekelle, Tigray NRS (12 interviews); May
1999, Amhara NRS (25 interviews); September-November 1999, SNNPNRS (39
interviews) and Western Oromia NRS (36 interviews); January 2000, Harar, Dire
Dawa, Jigjiga (15 interviews); June-July 2002, SNNPNRS (76 interviews), Amhara
NRS (10 interviews), Tigray NRS (16 interviews). The overwhelming majority of
these interviews were recorded by simultaneous notetaking, by hand; a very few
were tape recorded. In both cases, recordings or notes were then transcribed; in a

small number of cases, transcripts were returned to interviewees to be verified.

Interviews in Addis Ababa and Mekelle, and outside Ethiopia, concentrated on the
political elite: veterans of various of the political movements discussed in the study,
particularly the student movement, the TPLF, and the OLF. They also included
academics and prominent individuals, many of them contemporaries of the

protagonists in the previous categories.

The majority of those interviewed outside Addis Ababa, meanwhile, were state-
sector executive officers or civil servants, including teachers, at kilil, zone, wereda,
or kebele level. Interviewees in the regions also included members of ruling and
opposition political parties; officers of private sector NGOs, religious bodies, and
commercial organisations; peasant farmers, and elder and ‘respected’” members of
communities, often singled out by local respondents for their reputation for historical
or cultural knowledge; and a small number of expatriates living and working in the
areas in question. Interviewees were selected as those participating in local politics,

in the widest sense of the term. Interviews were designed to elicit information and
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views on the following topics: the organisation and activities of the state at each
level; the activities by which state and political party structures had been established,
and the processes of mobilisation which had brought respondents (or others) to
participate in them; local understandings (amongst state/party and non-state/party
actors) of ‘nationality issues’ as they had been experienced under EPRDF; the
development of local politics over the period from 1991, and local perceptions of the
impact of ‘ethnic federalism’ locally and nationally. Interviews conducted in
Ethiopia’s regions were attempting both to elicit data specific to events and
developments in different locations, and also to trace patterns of experiences and
perceptions common to different categories of interlocutors. In order to build up a
picture along both of these lines, a relatively large number of interviews were
conducted over an extended period, and attempts were made to revisit locations (and,

where possible, interviewees) on more than one occasion.

Interviews are cited in the thesis text as follows: (interview, category or description
of interviewee, location of interview, date of interview). Although all interlocutors
gave permission for their comments to be recorded and used, and many expressed
their willingness for quotations to be attributed, willingness to be named was not
uniform. In view of the political sensitivity of many of the issues under discussion,
this came as no surprise. I have therefore adopted a policy throughout of not naming
interviewees, attempting instead to contextualise their remarks by providing some
relevant indication of the status of the person quoted, without compromising their

anonymity where necessary.

The majority of interviews were conducted in English. A large minority were
conducted in a mixture of my limited Amharic and English, or involved translation
from Amharic or another Ethiopian language. In most cases translators were found
‘on the spot’, which often ‘softened’ the atmosphere of the interview, turning it into a
more relaxed discussion to which several people who knew one another were party.
Attempts were made, of course, to ensure that translators were close or acceptable to,

and trusted by, the interviewee.
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This approach had a number of advantages. It allowed me to build up a number of
relatively detailed pictures of the situation in a range of different locations in
Ethiopia72, sufficient to sustain individual analysis and comparative assessment. It
allowed me to gain a sense of trends and developments over the second half of the
decade of the 1990s. Finally it allowed me to gain a sense of the patterns of interface
and juxtaposition of the views a range of interlocutors, differently located vis-a-vis

the state. It had, of course, a number of constraints.

Constraints of the approach and methods used

The most significant of the constraints of the research methods adopted, and of the
combination of methods and theoretical approach, can be set out as a series of
interrelated problems. Fieldwork based on several series of relatively short visits
tended to draw on the views of those ‘easily accessible’ to interview, such that the
resulting ‘interview set’ is representative of certain sectors of communities, and not
of the society as a whole. Secondly, an approach designed partly to generate
comparative data regarding patterns of processes in different locations, does not offer
the depth of understanding of a more traditionally ethnographic approach.
Additionally, the competing imperatives of breadth and depth proved equally
difficult to satisfy on an approach investigating patterns and systems of knowledge

and belief in and around a large number of different interacting groups.

A further factor, which I do not discuss in further detail below, has been the outbreak
and prosecution of the Ethio-Eritrean War between May 1998 and mid 2000, and the
standoff between the two countries in the period since. These developments had the
prompt effect of curtailing the extent of fieldwork undertaken in the north of the
country, particularly in Tigray NRS, and amongst the upper echelons of the ruling
party. A more insidious effect of the outbreak of the war, however, was a perceptible
shift in the public perspectives of many associated with government, away from

emphasis on the virtues of self-determination under federalism, in favour of a new

Tt is worth noting that a number of areas were excluded from first hand research of this kind. They
include eastern areas of Oromia NRS, Benishangul Gumuz and Gambella NRSs, and Afar and Somali
NRSs (beyond visits to Assaiyta and Jigjiga).
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stress on the advantages in wartime of unity and strength in diversity. The fact that
the Eritrean Head of State had, in mid-1998, publicly identified ethnic federalism a
weakness of the Ethiopian state and ruling party, lent an edge to many of the

interviews conducted over the period.

Categories and prominent solutions: ‘interviewing ethnic groups’

It is easy, in studying Ethiopian politics, to continue to give an account which
perpetuates elite narratives, for the simple reason that Ethiopia’s English-speaking
elites are more accessible than the rural peasant majority. It took a long time before
historians of Ethiopia were able to get away from the heroic metanarratives of the
nation, to look at the preoccupations of Ethiopia’s Southern Marches. So too has the
reach of this research undoubtedly been constrained by the existence of a ‘prominent
solution’ for establishing the views of rural and remote ethnic groups: namely, the
availability for interview of their English- and/or Ambharic-speaking elite

representatives.

I have made comparative use of existing ethnography, in combination with a large
body of diachronic interview data, which seeks commonalities and difference in
order to draw wider conclusions about the impact and operation of politicised
ethnicity. Interviews were primarily with elites and those who are able to speak
English: they tended to focus on the classes able and interested to influence the
political life of the community, at least at the level of local government. This seems
appropriate since the subject of research was the operation of ethnicity in the overtly

political sphere. It does however, have a number of negative consequences.

One is that when the thesis, as in Chapter VII below, discusses the ‘responses of
ethnic communities’ it is actually often setting out the responses of urban-based
ethnic elites that could be documented by this kind of research. I have been interested
in the views of those who are interested in the Ethiopian state and in interacting with
it. This means that the thesis has tended to document the views of the relatively

powerful over those of the powerless, whose views remain under-investigated.
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Absent here are the perspectives of the so-called ‘rural masses’, and, particularly, of
women. The attitude of an elderly peasant farmer, asked his opinion of the three

regimes under which he had lived, is sobering:

However you turn the pot on the fire the food still tastes the same
(Interview, farmer, near Weldiya, Simien Wello, May 1999).

Problematising the unit of analysis: non ethnographic deconstruction
of the ‘ethnic group’

The constraint set out above is particularly problematic when dealing with ethnic
groups, constituted, as I have suggested in Chapter II above, of a myriad of local

consensus-forming interactions. Vansina has commented that

it is not possible to make generalizations about ethnic consciousness,
because every case is the product of its own history. [...] The ethnic unit
cannot be used as a valid unit of observation [...] It is necessary to
pinpoint the actual places where the observations have been made
(Vansina 1990:20).

I have stressed the importance of emphasising collective values as a prism through
which material resources and circumstances are filtered. Similarly Hallpike
emphasises ‘the study of values and belief systems as integral elements of society’,
and asserts that ‘interaction of the organs of the body occurs on the level of physical
cause and effect. But societies, while they are indeed systems of action, are also
systems of meaning’ (1972:14). He continues however, that ‘social solidarity is
[itself] culturally relative and cannot be appealed to as an ‘end’ to which institutions
contribute’ (1972:16). This theme - the problematisation of social solidarity itself - is
taken up by Turton in his discussion of the relations between Mursi and their
neighbours: ‘the materialist explanation [is] that warfare is a means of establishing

and maintaining the separate political identities of neighbouring groups. Warfare is a
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cause, not a consequence of political identity’ (1989:80). Thus the nature of the

‘groupness’ or solidarity associated with any groups is itself a problemaltic73 .

This thesis does not purport to reap what Barth calls ‘the full harvest of a serious
practice of ‘participant observation’> (2000:25)’*. Rather than a prolonged
ethnographic study of one or several of Ethiopia’s ethnic groups, it is based on a
series of systematic investigations into the developments of a forty year period across
the country, which most seemed to have a bearing on the story of politicised ethnicity
in Ethiopia as it related to the establishment of ethnic federalism in 1991. As a result
it does not attempt a full depiction of how ‘social institutions [such as ethnicity] are
given coherence by [a system of beliefs and] values’ (cf. Hallpike 1972:15). This

kind of account would require immersion in ethnographic participant observation.

The theoretical position elaborated in Chapter 1I prompts a focus on interaction, and
systems of knowledge. Seeking to illuminate the operation of knowledge and
convention within or around an ethnic collective, I have investigated the interaction
between collectives, focusing in particular on that category of ethnic elites who have
engaged with the ethnic narratives of the state, and with each other. This interaction
is better explained, I argue, by a more rigorous account of social constructivism than
instrumentalists, primordialists or so-called constructivists usually provide. The
thesis suggests the explanatory superiority of radical social constructivist approach to

recent events in the political history of Ethiopia.

A note on terminology

This research does not include an investigation of the relevant terminology in the
Ethiopian languages now used for instruction, administration, or for official purposes

in different parts of the country. Clearly, the clusters of meaning and context which

3 Secondly, there is a recursive relation between the factors which mark ethnicity and those which
constitute it.

™ “[the anthropologist’s] immersion in joint action during fieldwork surely builds a growing
community of experience with his companions which establishes not only that foundational level of
sociality to which he refers, but also some of the preconceptual, experiential bases [...] that his
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attach to the terms by which the constitutional phrase ‘nations, nationalities, and
peoples’ (the Amharic behieroch, behieresewoch, ena hezboch) have been translated
in different zones and regions, could be expected to shed light on the (range of) local

understandings of these categories.

Even in English, however, the decision to adopt the terms ethnicity and ethnic
(group, federalism, etc.), in preference to ‘nation’, ‘nationality’ (and the cognate
‘nationalism’) generally preferred in Ethiopian discourse (about the ‘national
question’ or ‘nationality issue’) is already controversial. In a classic article of the
Ethiopian student movement period, Hagos Gebre Yesus (1970:22) objected to the
‘fatuous preoccupation with ethnicity’75, just as the previous chapter touched on

much that is terminologically and conceptually unsatisfactory about the term.

The Ethiopian constitutional triplet of ‘nation, nationality, and people’, however, also
has ideological and descriptive shortcomings, primarily because it is so strongly
associated with the writings of Stalin and Lenin as to be immediately evocative of

Soviet perspectives.

Nationality in the Marxist-Leninist lexicon, can have one of two
meanings: a people in a prenation state of development, that is to say a
people who, for whatever reason, have not yet achieved (and may never
achieve) the more august station of nationhood; or a segment of a nation
living outside the state where the major body of the nation resides. Being
classified as a nationality rather than as a nation can have political
implications. (Walker Connor 1994:xv)

companions use to construct their cognitive categories and pathways of thought and reason’ (Barth
2000:25)

" Which he describes as the basis for a ‘narrow and reactionary outlook’ itself a ‘typical petty
bourgeois characteristic’. One alternative term popular in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as the
Ethiopian student movement began to wrestle with the ‘National Question” was ‘regionalism’. This
has not been adopted here because of two sets of limitations, descriptive and ideological. Firstly, the
collectives discussed here often do not occupy, and are often not usefully defined by, ‘regions’ either
because they are scattered and mixed amongst others, or because the territories they regard as theirs
are smaller than that term usually indicates. Secondly, and perhaps more problematically, as the
student movement debates wore on into the 1970s, ‘regionalism’ became associated with the
ideological position and dominant faction that rejected ‘nationality-based mobilisation’ as invariably
subordinate to the class struggle (see Chapters IV and V below). ‘Tribe’ and ‘tribalism’ are not a set
of terms which need much rejecting in the Ethiopian case, as they have only relatively rarely been
used in or about Ethiopia. This perhaps reflects the relatively large size of some of the groups
involved, and the absence of a European colonial categorisation process, with which the term — indeed
the concept — may perhaps be said to have originated.
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‘Nation’ and its cognates seem, in common English usage, normally to have
something to do with the state. Those who adopted these terms in Ethiopia did intend
to effect a transformation of the relations between Ethiopia’s ethnic groups and the
Ethiopian state. The terminology they have used therefore serves precise, if often not
precisely articulated, ideological and political purposes76. For all these reasons, it is

terminology best avoided here.

A series of more recent cautionary comments about ethnicity has included the idea

that

The choice of an analytical perspective or ‘research hypothesis’ is not an
innocent act. If one goes out to look for ethnicity, one will ‘find’ it and
thereby contribute to constructing it. (Eriksen 2002:177)

One response could be that in contemporary Ethiopia one doesn’t need to go looking

for ethnicity — it is already being deployed perfectly effectively by collectives and

government servants.

Much of the argument of this thesis, however, is that the categories and
understandings of Ethiopian planners and Soviet ethnos theorists alike are based on
fundamental misconceptions about the nature of the collectives so categorised. It is

perhaps therefore best to make use of a concept (ethnicity)

locate[d] in the observer’s head [as] an analytical tool devised and
utilised [...] to make sense of or explain the actions and feelings of the
people studied. There are a number of advantages to this perspective.
First, it shifts the ‘responsibility’ for ethnicity from the ethnographic
subjects on to the analyst. This is not to say that the ethnographic
subjects are not responsible for their ‘ethnic’ actions: they are fully
responsible for their actions but it is for the analyst to decide whether — if
at all — ethnicity is a useful tool to make sense of those actions. (Banks
1996:186)

® The hierarchical classification of nations (possessing all of those features identified by Stalin),
nationalities (lacking perhaps one) and peoples (lacking several or most, but still resisting
agglomerative classification) leads direc