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1. Key aspects of Ethiopianist research at the Frobenius Institute 
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INT RO D U C T I ON  

 

Previous writers tended to assume that segregation was rigid, impermeable and immutable 

(Freeman and Pankhurst 2001:21). 

 
This paper discusses the dynamics around and across allegedly non-crossable and 

impermeable boundaries between hereditary status groups in Ethiopia. These status 

groups include craft workers, hunters and slave descendants. They exist in many Ethi- 

opian societies and, where they are found, they usually have a special and often ambig- 

uous status. Commonly, negative attributes are still associated with them, on the basis 

of which they are excluded from close contact with the dominant section of society, 

mostly farmers and/or herders. At the same time, many craft workers and hunters are 

believed to have special powers and they fulfil important ritual and social tasks in their 

respective societies. 

During several expeditions to southern Ethiopia, members of the Frobenius In- 

stitute collected a vast amount of data on numerous ethnic groups. Much was also said 

about the above-mentioned categories of marginalized people and their alleged origins, 

characteristics and low status in local hierarchies. Many other researchers have subse- 

quently studied these issues in more depth and recent studies have looked at the exter- 

nal influences that may have altered or influenced inequality. Yet, most scholars have 

directly or indirectly described the various status groups and social boundaries between 

them as rather static and hardly anyone has studied the culturally immanent possibili- 

ties for status change or boundary crossing. 

The Frobenius expeditions came to southern Ethiopia when Amharization and 

modernization of the groups there were still limited. The Institute’s publications and 

unpublished materials, therefore, provide a perspective on these societies before they 

were subject to strong interventions from the outside. While status change among arti- 

sans, hunters and slaves was in no way the explicit focus of the expeditions’ research, a 

close inspection of this body of work reveals some indications that change was in fact 

possible. 
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What is the relevance of this topic today, and why does it make sense to review 

such old material? The position of marginalized groups has recently been gaining at- 

tention in Ethiopia. Despite the efforts of the present government and previous regimes 

to eliminate discrimination towards marginalized groups, it continues to exist. Indeed, 

some authors (for example, Aalen 2011, 2012; Tronvoll and Hagmann 2012) claim that 

the ethnic federalism that exists in contemporary Ethiopia has led to the revitalization 

of local values and cultural practices with the effect of a renewed marginalization of 

craft workers, hunters and slave descendants. Numerous awareness-raising programmes 

and the efforts of churches, national and international NGOs have not successfully 

established equality and integration. This analysis of archival material from the Frobe- 

nius Institute and the review of recent literature with its focus on culturally immanent 

options for status change are intended to inspire a different perspective in the study of 

so-called marginalized people in Ethiopia.1 

 

 
M ARG I NA L I ZE D  GRO U  P S  I N  ETH I OP I A 

 

In the literature, ‘marginalized groups’2 in Ethiopia include craft workers (such as pot- 

ters, tanners, blacksmiths, weavers, and woodworkers), certain musicians, hunters and 

descendants of hunters, descendants of slaves and members of special clans. Such cat- 

egories of people can be found in stratified and hierarchically ordered societies, as well 

as in more egalitarian, polycephalous societies, where the dominant majority are farmers 

or, in some cases, pastoralists or agro-pastoralists. 

The marginalized groups usually have an ambiguous role. Locally, they are per- 

ceived as being fundamentally different from the mainstream society and various char- 

acteristics are attributed to them. Among their alleged negative attributes are: physical 

and/or ritual impurity; unsocial and disloyal character and/or behaviour; and, occa- 

sionally, racial differences. Their positive attributes include special powers and abilities 

to bless, curse, heal, and mediate, as well as, in some cases, an assumed closeness to 

the sacred king or creator. Their difference is explained and justified locally by their 

supposedly unclean activities, their professions or their contact with polluted materials, 

such as the impure meat of wild game and other unclean animals. Many of their origin 
 

 
 

1 The archival research was made possible through a DAAD returnee programme that enabled me to 
return from Ethiopia to Germany and work in the library and the archives of the Frobenius Institute 
from November 2015 to April 2016. 

2 In the existing literature a variety of terms is used for these groups, many of which point to their ex- 
clusion and discrimination, such as ‘avoided caste, pariah, outcast, marginalized groups, or depressed 
classes’. The term ‘caste’ used to be commonly employed but it has also been widely debated as it 
implies some similarity between the Ethiopian context and the Indian caste system (Todd 1977; Am- 
born 1990; Pankhurst 1999). Some authors have opted for more neutral terms, such as ‘status groups’ 
(Amborn 1990), ‘hereditary status groups’ (Ellison 2006) or ‘cultural strata’ (Braukämper 2014). 
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myths describe how marginalized groups fell from grace through improper or immoral 

behaviour for which they were cursed. 

Slave descendants are likewise considered as unclean and polluting. Their pollu- 

tion is stemming from the loss of proper humanity that occurred at the moment their 

ancestors turned into slaves. In southern Ethiopia this is the main difference between 

descendants of slaves and the free-born. In northern Ethiopia, however, slaves are also 

often associated with racial differences, as many slaves in northern Ethiopia originally 

came from the south, where people’s skin colour is often darker. The status of margin- 

alized groups is passed on through descent and in some cases through close interaction 

with others. 

The marginalization of such groups is manifested at various levels. Pankhurst 

(Pankhurst 2001:2–7) has identified five main domains of marginalization for craft 

workers and hunters, which can also be applied to slave descendants (Haberland 1992; 

Bosha 2013): spatial, economic, political, social and cultural. Spatial exclusion refers to 

the fact that many craft workers or hunters live outside, or at the edges of, the farmers’ 

villages, often close to the forest/bush or in infertile places. Economically they are de- 

nied access to certain activities and resources, such as land and animals, and are con- 

fined to the production of certain products. Often, they have to sell their products for a 

low price and traditionally many are poor. Politically, members of low-status groups are 

denied access to any political offices, expression of views or any other active participa- 

tion in public decision making. Social exclusion entails daily avoidance by the members 

of the mainstream farming community, who do not eat or drink with them, do not use 

plates or cups touched by them, in extreme cases avoid touching them, and expect to be 

greeted in very submissive ways (bending down, leaving the road, expressing low sta- 

tus verbally). Where social relations exist, these are usual non-reciprocal. In almost all 

cases intermarriage is strictly forbidden. Culturally, their marginalization is expressed 

through oral history and myths of origins as well as proverbs and stories that express 

and justify their subordinate position. 

Craft workers and hunters, however, also have important roles in the societies they 

are part of. Craft workers play an indispensable economic role in the mostly agrarian or 

agro-pastoral communities, but they also undertake important ritual tasks, for example, 

acting as ritual assistants during initiations, as birth attendants, circumcisers, musicians, 

conveyers of news and morticians (Pankhurst 2001:2). The same is true for hunters who, 

in some former kingdoms, were close to the sacred king and acted as his guards and 

servants. They also buried the king, initiated the new one, and executed people he had 

condemned to death (Haberland 1964). In some places they served as ritual assistants 

and mediators in conflict resolution. Slaves also used to play an important economic role 

in certain societies, but slave descendants lack this kind of ritual or social responsibility. 

The ambiguous role of these groups has been described in numerous case studies 

including, increasingly in the last two decades, in those by Ethiopian scholars. Among 

the earlier publications from the Frobenius Institute were those by Adolf Ellegard Jensen 
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(Jensen 1936, 1959), Helmut Straube (Straube 1963) and Eike Haberland (Haberland 

1963) on the expeditions to southern Ethiopia in 1934–35, 1950–52 and 1954–56. In 

these four voluminous books, the history and culture of many groups are described and, 

in many cases, chapters are dedicated to the description of marginalized subgroups and 

clans. Haberland was particularly interested in the topic and later published several 

articles and books on the status of craft workers, hunters and slaves and the connection 

between sacred kingdoms and special castes (Haberland 1961, 1962, 1964, 1972, 1979, 

1984, 1992, 1993). His student Werner Lange wrote about divine kingship and the spe- 

cial position of bards in Kaffa (Lange 1976, 1979/80). 

Monographs and articles by international scholars on various ethnic groups that 

had marginalized subgroups followed in the 1950s, 60s and 70s. Among the groups 

studied were the Gurage people and their Fuga minority (former hunters now partly 

engaged in craftwork) (Shack 1966; Teclehaimanot 2003), the Konso people and the 

Hauda craft workers (Hallpike 1972), the Kaffa people and the Manjo hunters (Hunt- 

ingford 1955), the Wayto (formerly hippopotamus hunters) of Lake Tana in Amhara 

region (Gamst 1979) and the Beta Israel Ethiopian Jewish community that lived among 

the Amhara and Tigray people (Pankhurst 1977; Quirin 1979). 

With Dena Freeman and Alula Pankhurst’s volume on marginalized groups in 

southern Ethiopia (Freeman and Pankhurst 2001), emphasis was laid on the experien- 

tial world of the minorities themselves. The numerous case studies in their book also 

gave a first insight into social change triggered by external factors. Before them only a 

few had explicitly studied change (for example, Amborn 1990), now the issue of change 

and chances for more integration have become a centre of interest for other researchers. 

More recent publications – many by Ethiopian scholars – have looked at the effects of 

religious conversion, modern education, changes in the economic environment and new 

legal frameworks.3
 

 

 
THE  RE S U LT S  OF  TH E  FRO B E N I US  EX P E D I T I ON S  TO  ETH I OP I A 

I N  TH E  L I GH T  OF  RE C E N T  PU B L I CAT I ON S 

 

Ethnological research in southern Ethiopia owes much to the research tradition of the 

Frobenius Institute, and especially to Jensen, Haberland and Straube, as well as some 

of their students (Bustorf 2015:185). Leo Frobenius, the founder of the Institute, had a 

great interest in East Africa and he initiated the first expedition to southern Ethiopia in 

1934–35, without ever travelling there himself. As the second director of the Frobenius 

Institute, Jensen led two more expeditions after World War II, in 1950–52 and 1954–56. 
 
 
 

 

3 For example Aneesa 2000; Belete 2012; Bosha 2013, 2014; Ellison 2006, 2012; Epple, 2005; Gemeda 
2016; Gezaghn 2003; Samuel 2016; Wolde-Selassie 2001; Yoshida 2008, 2009. 
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Haberland, the third director, organized three further campaigns in 1967, 1970–71 and 

1972–74. 

As we saw above, the first three expeditions visited numerous ethnic groups and 

published their results in four volumes and several articles.4 Subchapters were dedicat- 

ed to the description of craft workers, hunters and slave descendants, indicating their 

alleged origins, their livelihood activities, their relationship with the dominant sections 

of their societies, as well as their ambiguous roles and duties. Haberland’s deeper study 

of the subject covered, for example, the special relationship between what he called pa- 

riah groups and sacred kings (Haberland 1964), hunters and special castes (Haberland 

1962), slavery in Woleyta (Haberland 1992), and the highly stratified society of the Dizi 

people (Haberland 1984, 1993). 

The Frobenius research demonstrated that the southern Ethiopian societies are 

internally very differentiated. Many consist of numerous sub- and sub-sub-categories 

of people, who are mostly hierarchically ordered. Despite many commonalities, the cat- 

egories and hierarchies vary from place to place. In the following, the results of the 

Frobenius expeditions to Ethiopia will be presented, along with some of the more re- 

cent research, with a focus on the dynamics around the social boundaries between the 

different categories of people. 

 

 
CAT E G O R I ES  A N D  H I ER A R C H I ES  

 

In the various publications by the Frobenius Institute on southern Ethiopia, the follow- 

ing categories and subcategories of the people studied are mentioned. 

 
‘Original/real’ and ‘assimilated’ members of society 

 
Many African societies are not homogenous but consist of a mixture of migrants to 

a specific place, often giving first-comers a special position and high status (Kopytoff 

1987). In southern Ethiopian societies, the concept of first-comers is understood to 

mean the first of what is considered one’s own cultural group to arrive in a new place. 

Any alleged original inhabitants – often hunters and gatherers – do not have this status, 

but rather form a marginalized subgroup. In Jensen’s words, they form a different cul- 

tural layer and represent a subordinated pariah-like group (Jensen 1959:13, 16). 

In the publications of the Frobenius Institute, various Oromo groups (such as, Bo- 

rana, Arsi, Guji) are said to differentiate their population into ‘real/original’ and ‘assim- 

ilated’ members. The Borana distinguish the gona, i.e. the real Borana, from the sabbu, 
 
 

 

4 Some of the names used in the older literature for ethnic groups are designations by others groups 
and/or names nowadays considered as outdated or derogatory. In this article, therefore, I have decid- 
ed to use the currently acceptable names. 
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assimilated strangers from areas conquered by the Borana. The Shoa-Oromo, the Guji 
and the Arsi call their original members akako and assimilated strangers dalata (lit.: 

adopted), gabaro (lit.: vassal) or hadya (lit.: adopted strangers) (Haberland 1963:127). The 

Gede’o and the Yem, two non-Oromo groups, distinguish between akaku (original) and 

dalata (assimilated)5 or tessamangu (old layer) and ‘immigrants’ (Straube 1963:305ff.). 

Intermarriage between original and assimilated members of society was originally for- 
bidden and assimilated members were also not allowed to take any public office. By the 

1950s, however, these rules had already been weakened or lifted completely in some 

places. 

 
Craft workers 

 
In most Ethiopian societies a clear distinction is made between craft workers and farm- 

ers. In some places, craft workers engage in several crafts and also in trading. Most craft 

workers are considered to be unclean and polluting and are, thus, avoided. However, 

not all crafts are considered equally polluting. Potters and blacksmiths, for example, are 

among the most commonly despised along with, in many places, tanners and weavers. 

Rules of endogamy and avoidance do not only exist between farmers and craft workers, 

but also among the various craft workers themselves, as well as towards hunters and 

slave descendants (see Jensen 1959; Haberland 1963; Freeman and Pankhurst 2001). 

Eating together, sometimes entering each others’ houses, touching each others’ objects 

or bodies and, in most cases, intermarriage are forbidden. In the literature on Ethio- 

pia, the peoples most commonly known for this behaviour are the Hadicho in Woleyta 

(Aalen 2011), the Manni in Ari (Jensen 1959; Schulz-Weidner 1959; Straube 1963), the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: “weaver in Baka, 1950–
52” 

 
 

 

5 Unpublished manuscript Die Darassa by Jensen, archive of the Frobenius Institute, register number 
EH70:18ff. 
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Fig. 2: “potter in Woleyta, 1967” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 3: “blacksmith in Hamar, 
1950–52” 
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Manna among some neighbouring groups (see Straube 1963 on Amarro; Behailu and 

Barata 2001 on Dawro; Dereje 2001 on Oyda) and the Hauda in Konso (Hallpike 1968; 

Amborn 1990; Watson 2006). 

 
Hunters and descendants of hunters 

 
In several studies, many groups of hunters (and tuber farmers) are described as being 

physically similar, having more negroid features and darker skin than the farmers of 

the majority group (Jensen 1959:12–13; Straube 1963:3–5). These similarities have been 

interpreted as proof that the hunters were related to the original population of the area, 

which had supposedly scattered when cattle herders and farmers entered their territory 

and onto which an inferior status had been forced (Jensen 1959:15ff.).6 Due to their con- 

sumption of wild game and other ‘unclean’ meat, hunters are thought of as impure and 

close interaction with them is avoided. This attitude was most often observed among 

the Fuga in Gurage (Shack 1966; Teclehaimanot 2003), the Weyto in Amhara, Manjo 

in Kaffa (Huntingford 1955; Gezaghn 2003), the Wata in Borana (Haberland 1963) and 

among other Oromo groups. Hunters usually have additional social roles and responsi- 

bilities that are related to activities considered as impure (for example, washing corpses 

and digging graves) and to the performance of rituals and services for the mainstream 

society or the king/ritual leaders (for example, as assistants in rites of passage and puri- 

fying rituals) (Haberland 1962, 1964). 

 
Slave descendants 

 
Slavery existed in various parts of Ethiopia and, even though it was abolished in the 

1930s under Haile Selassie, the descendants of slaves continue to have a very low status 

in many places. Descendants of slaves are clearly differentiated from those of free birth 

and intermarriage with them is prohibited and close contact avoided. Endogamy and 

clear separation from other marginalized groups (e.g. craft workers) are common. Slave 

identity is passed on through descent and, in some places, through close contact. The 

most prominent example of this is found among the Woleyta people whose slaves, who 

at times consisted of around 30 per cent of the total Woleyta population, and who were 

differentiated into numerous subcategories (Haberland 1992). Some records also exist 

on the Gamo (Olmstead 1973) and Ganta (Bosha 2013). 
 
 
 

 

6 Haberland disagreed with this theory, stating that the origin of so-called pariah groups was mostly 
mixed and varied from place to place. He assumed that in many cases they consisted of a mixture of 
excluded members from neighbouring groups (Haberland 1962:138). He also observed that hunters 
did not show racial differences everywhere (Haberland 1962:142). In the 1950s this racial approach 
was already rather out-dated and coming under criticism from other scholars too (see Abbink, this 
volume). 
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Special clans/members of religious groups 

 
The Ethiopian Jewish community, called the Beta Israel (also Falasha) provide a special 

case of a group of people despised for its religious beliefs. They were displaced from 

their land in the sixteenth century and thereby forced to engage in craftwork to survive. 

They are commonly considered to be buuda, i.e. to have the evil eye, and cause harm to 

others (Haberland 1962; Quirin 1979). 

 

 
CULT U R A L LY  IM M AN E N T  OP T I ON S  FO R  BO U N D A R Y  CRO SS I NG  

 

In the Frobenius Institute’s publications it is stressed repeatedly that individuals are 

born into their status group and that moving to another is impossible. Yet, a close study 

of the specific descriptions of the various ethnic groups reveals that options for change 

do exist for both individuals and subgroups. In the following, examples from the Frobe- 

nius findings will be presented and complemented by more recent work by other re- 

searchers. 

 
Marriage and adoption 

 
Although the literature stresses that intermarriage between the various status groups 

was prohibited, exceptions were made under certain circumstances. For example, a girl 

or woman belonging to the dominant section of society could be given as a wife to a 

man from a marginalized group if she had lost her own respected status. Guji-Oromo 

girls who lost their virginity before marriage were given to the neighbouring Bayso or 

Boroda people or to the Wata, a group of hunters with whom intermarriage was other- 

wise unthinkable (Haberland 1963:328). A widowed or divorced Borana woman could 

also choose a second husband from the Wata (Haberland 1963:135). The strict bound- 

aries between marginalized groups were also crossed. When Haberland visited Ethio- 

pia in the early 1950s, the Wata-hunters had started to marry blacksmiths (Haberland 

1963:135) and the southern Guji allowed marriage with slaves who were bought from 

Burji or Amarro (Haberland 1963:348). 

In recent publications on Konso, it has been indicated that a prohibition on mar- 

rying artisans only applies to first or second born sons; subsequent sons are much more 

free to marry across status boundaries (Ellison 2006; Amborn 1990) and powerful eco- 

nomic drivers have turned wealthy craft workers, who were formerly despised, into at- 

tractive marriage partners (Ellison 2006; Belete 2012). Among the Dirassa, meanwhile, 

the members of the priests’ lineage do not have to observe any endogamy rules and 

prefer craft workers as marriage partners, as they are said to have ‘good and light blood’ 

(Amborn 1990:295). 
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Haberland mentioned adoption as another way of turning strangers into full mem- 

bers of society. Among the Arsi, for example, slaves could be adopted by the families 

they worked for (Haberland 1963:131). Adopted strangers among the Alabdu-Guji peo- 

ple could also become full members of society, although the right to assume political 

office was regulated and restricted. If someone was adopted by the akako (‘original’ 

Guji), that person’s descendants could take over important ritual or political offices 

after five generations but adoption by the dalata (‘assimilated’ Guji) did not confer the 

same rights (Haberland 1963:294). 

 
Changing professions 

 
Both the Frobenius publications and more recent works have indicated that, despite 

the strict division between farmers and craft workers, under certain circumstances a 

change of profession or adoption of a secondary occupation were possible. In times 

of drought or when population pressure became too much, farmers tended to adopt 

additional activities, often craft work. Craft workers started farming or engaging in a 

secondary craft when they experienced a decline in economic opportunities and could 

not cover their expenses anymore. Hunters became craft workers when wild game be- 

came scarce or hunting was persecuted. 

Straube, for example, showed how the Bandu – a group of marginalized hunters 

living among the Sheko – along with some of the dominant farmers’ women – became 

potters (Straube 1963:41). Among the Gede’o, tanners became weavers7 and farmers 

worked as blacksmiths (Jensen 1936:105), while in Shangama (part of Ari) some craft 

workers became farmers (Schulz-Weidner 1959:139). Hallpike (Hallpike 1968:269) men- 

tioned the orientation of craft workers towards farming as a source of additional income 

among the Konso, but stressed that it did not imply any change in status. Amborn 

showed that most tanners lost their income and became weavers when the Amhara oc- 

cupants forbade leather clothing (Amborn 1990:210) and interpreted the move towards 

craftwork by farmers as a creative way for society to adapt to a change in economic or 

social environment (Amborn 1990; also Watson 2006). Similarly, Smith (Smith 2013) has 

interpreted ‘caste formation’ as a kind of mostly economic crisis management. 

Recent studies have shown how tourism has augmented the demand for crafts 

(Belete 2012), but at the same time has led to new forms of envy and marginalization of 

the producers (Ellison 2006). So, while the increase in production capacity and demand 

has led to an increase in the status of artisans (Ellison 2006:212), it is seen as a sign of 

softness and weakness for a blacksmith to give up his profession (Ellison 2006:87). 
 
 
 

 
 

7 Unpublished manuscript Die Darassa by Jensen, archive of the Frobenius Institute, register number 
EH70. 
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Differentiation at the family level and contextual behaviour 

 
Seniority and primogeniture play a role in most Ethiopian societies. It is important in 

matters of marriage, the performance of rituals, the inheritance of social positions and 

property, but it also plays a role in determining interactions with members of other 

status groups. 

Among the stratified Dizi, for example, Haberland showed that only the first-born sons 

within a rank could achieve a high position. First-born sons of a lower rank could also 

achieve certain high positions and even marry members of the highest rank, though 

only those from families with no high position (Haberland 1993:228). Food prohibi- 

tions, meanwhile, applied to nobles of the highest, but also of the second and third 

ranks (Haberland 1993:232). 

Similar observations were later made by Amborn (Amborn 1990:295) and Ellison 

(Ellison 2006:847–848, 882 footnote 24), who found that while the first-, second- and, 

sometimes, third-born sons of farmers were prohibited from marrying craft workers, 

later sons would marry rather freely. In general, the further away from the main line- 

age the less strictly the rules applied (Amborn 1990:295). Among the Dirassa, the rule 

of sticking to the family profession was less strictly applied to junior members of the 

family, who were allowed to give up their craft and farm while the senior members 

continued the tradition. Likewise, junior sons of farmers sometimes became artisans 

(Amborn 1990:296). 

Amborn (1990:304) also observed that interaction between farmers and craft 

workers in Konso was mostly regulated in ritual contexts, but that they frequently ate 

and drank together in everyday life. 

 
Loss and repurchase of status 

 
In some societies freeborn farmers could lose their status and become slaves. In Woley- 

ta, for example, rich and respected strangers from other groups were simply incorpo- 

rated, but poorer ones became slaves. Occasionally, volunteers were made slaves of the 

Woleyta king and the king could also turn his own people into slaves if they trans- 

gressed norms or failed to perform ritual/religious duties. Poor and lazy farmers be- 

came slaves if a respected warrior asked the king for it (Haberland 1961:161).8 In a recent 

study, Bosha (Bosha 2013) showed how, among the Ganta, free farmers could become 

slaves to their own neighbours and relatives through sudden impoverishment. The slave 

status, which was strongly associated with pollution and de-humanization, was trans- 

ferred like a virus not only to their descendants, but also to others who came into close 

contact with them. 

 
 

8 The king could turn ordinary people into slaves but never craft workers, who were considered to be 
too different to become slaves (Haberland 1961:162). 
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For some societies it was reported that slaves could purchase their free status. 

Among the Zala,9 slaves could buy their freedom with seventeen oxen (Schulz-Weidner 

1959:239). Old slaves among the Woleyta could purchase their freedom with a substitute 

slave (Haberland 1961:168). 

The only recent study on this (Bosha 2013, 2014) shows that descendants of slaves 

among the Ganta are still despised for their alleged impure and low status, but can re- 

deem themselves and regain full free status through a costly and complex ritual. 

 
Outward adaptation and the formation of new status groups 

 
Some marginalized groups have adapted to the dominant majority to such an extent 

that outsiders can hardly distinguish them. Adaptations range from copying jewellery, 

clothing and hairstyle, to the imitation of social practices and the complete adoption 

of the dominant language. The Manni (craft workers) among the Baka (Ari) copied 

the marriage rules and classes of Baka farmers in places where they lived among them. 

Since those Manni living in remote villages without farmers had no marriage classes, 

Jensen (Jensen 1959:62) assumed that marriage classes constituted an innovation for the 

Manni, which was based on the desire to adapt to the farming community. The Wata 

hunters completely adopted the language of the Borana. They also adapted to their 

dress code to the extent that Haberland, who lived with a Wata family for several weeks, 

did not notice that they were not Borana (Haberland 1959:13). The hippo-hunting Haro 

of Lake Abbaya seem also to be in the process of adapting to the dominant Bayso, with 

whom they share Gidiccho Island (Epple and Braukmann, in preparation). They have 

copied cultural practices and ritual offices and it has become fashionable for young 

Haro to speak the Bayso language. 

However, according to the Institute’s research, adaptation does not always result 

in a lifting of social boundaries. Instead, it may lead to increased differentiation among 

the marginalized groups. Haberland (1963:135), for example,  recounted  that  those 

Wata hunters who had adapted to the Borana called themselves now warana-Wata (lit.: 

spear-Wata) – referring to the fact that they had abandoned their traditional weapons 

in favour of the Borana spear – while those Wata who continued to hunt with bow and 

arrow called themselves tiya-Wata (lit.: arrow-Wata). Moreover, while the social bounda- 

ries between both Wata-groups and the Borana persisted, new boundaries were created 

and intermarriage restricted between the two Wata sub-groups. Similarly, when some 

Zala blacksmiths completely abandoned their craft and engaged only in farming, they 

were no longer allowed to marry those who continued with their craft (Schulz-Weidner 

1959:240). 
 
 

 
 

9 Schulz-Weidner spells their name Sala. Today, they are not considered an independent group but are 
classified as part of the Gofa people. 
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Formation of a new identity 

 
A few cases were reported where marginalized subgroups distanced themselves from 

the dominant majority. Haberland (Haberland 1963:143–144) mentions that the Gabra 

of northern Kenya were formed an inferior part of the Borana until they emancipated 

themselves and split from them. Creating their own ethnic identity, they remained cul- 

turally very similar but were independent. Even though the ethno-genesis of the Gabra 

was later questioned and described in a much more differentiated way (see for example 

Schlee 2008), it is worth mentioning Haberland’s observation since similar dynamics 

seem to be at work today among the Sidama, where the Hadicho – a group of craft 

workers – have recently formed their own district and founded their own political party. 

Today, their name is well known and, though they are still part of the Sidama, they have 

their own distinct political voice (Aalen 2011). 

 

 
EXT E R N A L  FA C T O R S  FO R  BO U N D A R Y  CRO SS I NG  A N D 

M ARG I NA L I ZE D  GRO U  P S  TO D AY 

 

The writings of the Frobenius Institute also mention several external factors motivat- 

ing or enabling status change and the redefinition or crossing of social boundaries. 

These mostly concur with those later listed by Freeman and Pankhurst (Freeman and 

Pankhurst 2001) and studied by other researchers in more detail. Among them are: 

1) changing economic conditions produced by things such as new markets for crafts, 

new or scarce raw materials, the prohibition of certain materials (such as hippo skin) 

or products (leather clothing); 2) political intervention by the government, such as the 

prohibition of slavery under Haile Selassie I, the land reform of the Derg regime, the 

prohibition of discrimination and the guarantee of equal treatment for all Ethiopian 

citizens; 3) the spread of particular religions, especially orthodox and protestant Chris- 

tianity; 4) cultural influences and interventions, such as the respect accorded to crafts 

by the Amhara in the early twentieth century, and by tourists and foreign visitors in the 

late twentieth century; 5) modern education and NGO awareness-raising programmes; 

6) urbanization, especially the blurring of boundaries in the urban context. 

Some of the most recent publications have looked at the effects of ethnic federal- 

ism on the status of craft workers and hunters. Generally, a revitalization of traditional 

practices has been observed, which has in some places led to a strengthening of tra- 

ditional leaders (Tronvoll and Hagmann 2012) but, at the same time, to the renewed 

exclusion of marginalized groups (see Aalen 2011, 2012 for a comparative study on the 

Woleyta and Sidama; Barata 2012 on the Dawro). 

Other research has shown that some marginalized groups are taking legal action 

to fight for more equality and political participation (see Yoshida on the Manjo 2008). 
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Studies from neighbouring countries show similar dynamics (see for example Aneesa 

2000; Aneesa and Ali 2004 on the Wata in northern Kenya). In Somalia, for example, 

the deliberate formation of a new identity is being used to increase the chances of being 

acknowledged as a persecuted refugee (see Höhne 2014 on Somali occupational groups 

in Somalia). 

 

 
CON C L U S I ON  A N D  OU T L O OK  

 

This library and archival research into the work of the Frobenius Institute’s research- 

ers has shown that they did observe the dynamics around social boundaries between 

marginalized groups and mainstream society. However, their focus on cultural history 

(Jensen 1936, 1959; Straube 1963) and their efforts to reconstruct some of the cultur- 

al practices (Haberland 1963, 1992, 1993) meant that they had no explicit interest in 

cultural change and any information on this issue is, consequently, rather scattered in 

their texts. Their data was also, in most cases, produced during short stays of between 

four and six weeks among the different groups and was based primarily on interviews 

with knowledgeable male elders, so that the voices of younger people and women re- 

main broadly unheard and many of the descriptions relate to the cultural ideal rather 

than to daily practice. As they also took a rather comparative approach, working among 

many neighbouring groups, conclusions on commonalities between the groups may also 

have been exaggerated (see also Abbink and Bustorf, this volume). Nevertheless, the re- 

searchers of the Frobenius Institute were pioneers in the, until then, mostly unexplored 

lands of southern Ethiopia and their studies were undertaken in a time before major 

changes occurred. Some of the works, such as Haberland’s study of slavery in Woleyta, 

remain the only studies of their kind. Their findings also provide inspiration for further 

research that could help fill some of the gaps in our current: 

 
1) Culturally immanent mechanisms for status change. 

On this topic, little has been done and even less with specific focus. The re- 

sults mentioned above could be used as starting point for a new project that 

would consider culture as the source, of and resource for, rather than as an 

obstacle to, change and more equality in Ethiopia. Bosha’s study (Bosha 2013; 

2014), which shows how the legacy of slavery was successfully overcome by a 

directed application of the traditional wozzo ritual in Ganta, suggests that this 

could be a valuable approach. Through my own research I have observed how, 

among the Bashada, the Bajje clan was at least partly successfully integrated 

through the intervention of the local ritual leaders. 

2) Differentiation of ideal and real behaviour. 
Only Amborn (Amborn 1990:304) and Ellison (Ellison 2006) have indicated, 

with their studies on the Konso, that there can be a great discrepancy between 
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real and ideal behaviour towards craft workers. Further research would help 

clarify if the same is true in other societies. 

3) The legacies of slavery. 

The research on slavery in Ethiopia is scarce and its effects on the social status 

of slave descendants and slave owners today have hardly been studied. 

4) Gender, marginalization and integration. 

Few authors have touched the question of whether there are great differenc- 

es in the marginalization of men and women of different status groups and 

whether attempts at integration have touched them differently. 

5) Sustainability of change. 

Even though there are an increasing number of studies on the integration of 

status groups through external factors, the question of how sustainable they 

are still needs to be answered. 
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